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ABSTRACT
EXAMINING THE LEARNING COMMUNITIES OF TWO HIGH SCHOOLS IN AN
URBAN SCHOOL DISTRICT
Matel Hanna Hassan

The purpose of this research study was to examine the impact of teacher collaboration in
an early college high school (ECHS) and a traditional high school as it relates to student
achievement among high school students and on other factors that distinguish an ECHS
from a traditional high school. The ECHS refers to a specific high school model created
to serve traditionally underrepresented students in higher education. Students enroll in
dual credit courses, most often beginning sophomore year. A traditional high school
setting refers to courses that offer students the high school credits and prepare them for
the basic state assessments that all students must acquire for New York State graduation.
Much of the research suggests that a traditional high school prepares only some students
for post-secondary education, as opposed to an ECHS, which prepares all students for
post-secondary education. High schools designed to prepare all students for college
success look dramatically different from those that prepare only a portion of students.
These high schools have certain key characteristics. The most important and perhaps the
most often overlooked is an intellectually coherent program of study based on a
curriculum that grows progressively more challenging over the years (Harris et al,, 2010).
This is a concurrent exploratory mixed methods design. This study combined
elements of quantitative and qualitative methods. For the qualitative part of this study,
triangulation of data included, but was not limited to, interviews and observations. The

participants in this study consisted of 140 teachers and support staff (i.e., guidance
counselors, school psychologist, social workers, and community mental health providers)
with years of school experience ranging from new (1 to 5 years) to veteran (over 15
years), serving in a large urban school district during the 2018–2019 school year. For the
quantitative part of this study, data examined from the two high schools included, among
other sources, the New York State Algebra I test results of nearly 687 students. Teacher
survey data was collected using Olivier and Hipp’s (2010) Professional Learning
Community Assessment–Revised (PLCA–R) survey instrument, which deconstructs
professional learning communities (PLCs) into the same six elements that are the pillars
of an ECHS. These two forms of data were used to answer each of the questions that are
guiding this study.
An analysis of variance (one-way ANOVA) was used to determine a difference, if
any, between an ECHS and a traditional high school in both PLCA–R and New York
State assessment data. If that is the case, a hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) was used
to determine whether any of these differences could be attributed to any of the six
PLCA–R elements.

ii
DEDICATION
“For you know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and
not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” Jeremiah 29:11
First and foremost, I would like to thank God for giving me the strength,
knowledge, ability, and opportunity to undertake this research study and to persevere and
complete it satisfactorily. Without His blessings, this achievement would not have been
possible.
This dissertation is dedicated to my guardian angel, my father Hanna Jamil
Hassan (deceased) and to my mother Eideh who have taught me that an education leads
to opportunity. They raised me to be faithful, live a life of service with an
uncompromising work ethic, all of which led me to a career in education and service to
my community. They are bravest people I know. They left everything they knew, traveled
across the world to the United States for the sole purpose of providing their family with a
better life. They taught me that a woman’s greatest weapon is her education. For this, I
am forever grateful. To my sisters, Elaine and Lena, and my brother in law Mazen, who
have remained patient throughout this entire process and have encouraged me along the
way. To my nieces Zaina and Lana and my nephew Issa, you brought a smile to my face
on my darkest days and constantly renewed my sense of hope.

iii
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This dissertation journey was made possible through the contributions of friends,
family and colleagues. I would like to thank my dissertation mentor, Dr. Rosalba Corrado
DelVecchio, who provided me with the support and vision needed to experience true
learning.
I would like to thank members of the Dissertation Committee: Dr. Stephen Kotok
and Dr. Barbara Cozza for their expertise and guidance.
I am grateful for the support and guidance of the school building principals and
administrators notably, Mr. Edward DeChent and Mr. William Shaggura for permitting
me to continue my study. In addition, I am privileged for the cooperation of my
superintendent, Dr. Edwin Quezada, and Assistant Superintendent for High School, Mrs.
RoseAnne Collins-Judon, for providing the opportunity for me to conduct my study and
who supported the Yonkers Cohort and the implementation of Professional Learning
Communities within our schools to better improve the practice of teachers and the lives
of our students.
I am eternally grateful to my friends and colleagues who have supported me along
the way, brought a smile to my face and showered me with coffee and chocolates to liven
my spirits: Dr. Sandy S. Hattar, Dr. Ida M. D’Ugo, Sony Grandoit, Mary Vaccaro, the ATeam and my entire Roosevelt family. Go Sharks!

iv
TABLE OF CONTENTS
DEDICATION .................................................................................................................... ii
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ................................................................................................. iii
LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................................. vi
LIST OF FIGURES .......................................................................................................... vii
CHAPTER 1 Introduction................................................................................................... 1
Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................... 2
Theoretical/Conceptual Framework........................................................................ 4
Significance of Study .............................................................................................. 5
Research Questions ................................................................................................. 6
Design and Methods ............................................................................................... 8
Definition of Key Terms ......................................................................................... 9
CHAPTER 2 Literature Review ....................................................................................... 12
Dimensions of a Professional Learning Community ............................................ 12
The Early College High School Model ................................................................. 17
Smart Scholars in an ECHS .................................................................................. 20
A Familiar World: Traditional High School Setting............................................. 20
Teachers in Traditional American High Schools: On Their Own ........................ 22
Shared Values, Vision, and Shared and Supportive Leadership ........................... 22
Collective Learning and Application .................................................................... 25
Shared Personal Practice ....................................................................................... 26
Supportive Conditions .......................................................................................... 27
Teaching the Whole Child .................................................................................... 29
Socioeconomic Factors ............................................................................. 30
Sociocultural Factors ................................................................................ 30
Background Knowledge, Assessments, and Academic Support .............. 31
Social and Emotional Learning ................................................................. 32
Creating Equity in Education: Algebra I .............................................................. 40
Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 43
CHAPTER 3 Methods ...................................................................................................... 45
Research Design.................................................................................................... 46
Phase 1..... ............................................................................................................. 47
IRB Process.......... ..................................................................................... 52
Researcher Positionality (Human Instrument) .......................................... 54
Phase 2..... ............................................................................................................. 56
Instrument............ ..................................................................................... 58
Trustworthiness of the Design .................................................................. 60
Sample and Population ............................................................................. 62
Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 70
CHAPTER 4 Results......................................................................................................... 71
Phase One: Qualitative Data Analysis .................................................................. 73
Research Question 1 ................................................................................. 73
Research Question 2 ................................................................................. 76
Research Question 3 ................................................................................. 78

v
Research Question 4 ................................................................................. 88
Phase Two: Quantitative Data Analysis ............................................................... 90
Research Question 1 ................................................................................. 90
Research Question 2 ................................................................................. 94
Research Question 3 ................................................................................. 95
Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 98
CHAPTER 5 Discussion ................................................................................................. 100
Interpretation of Results ...................................................................................... 101
Conclusions Related to Research Question 1 ......................................... 101
Conclusions Related to Research Question 2 ......................................... 102
Conclusions Related to Research Question 3 ......................................... 103
Conclusions Related to Research Question 4 ......................................... 105
Relationship to Prior Research............................................................................ 106
Limitations .......................................................................................................... 109
Recommendations for Future Research .............................................................. 110
Implications for Future Practice.......................................................................... 111
Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 112
APPENDIX A Template for Qualitative Date Collection .............................................. 114
APPENDIX B Interview Questions ................................................................................ 115
APPENDIX C Interview Consent Form ......................................................................... 117
APPENDIX D Request for Permission to Use PLCA–R ............................................... 118
APPENDIX E Grant of Permission to Use PLCA–R ..................................................... 119
APPENDIX F Professional Learning Communities Assessment–Revised .................... 120
APPENDIX G NYS Common Core Mathematics Curriculum, CCLS Checklist for A
Story of Functions ..................................................................................................... 126
APPENDIX H Survey Consent Form ............................................................................. 127
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................... 129

vi
LIST OF TABLES
Table 1: Attributes of the Six Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities..........14
Table 2: Comparison of Traditional Schools and Professional Learning Communities ...16
Table 3: Codes Used for Analysis .....................................................................................52
Table 4: PLCA–R Reliability Summary by Dimension ....................................................60
Table 5: PLCA–R Reliability Statistics .............................................................................60
Table 6: Means and Standard Deviations of the PLCA–R Six Dimensions ......................91
Table 7: Cohen’s d .............................................................................................................93
Table 8: Correlation Matrix ...............................................................................................94

vii
LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1: The PLC Structure ..............................................................................................15
Figure 2: The Concurrent Exploratory Mixed Methods Design ........................................46
Figure 3: ECHS PLC Schedule ..........................................................................................54
Figure 4: Data Triangulation ..............................................................................................61
Figure 5: Student Demographics for Early College High School......................................65
Figure 6: Student Demographics for Traditional High School ..........................................66
Figure 7: Study Participants ...............................................................................................69
Figure 8: ECHS PLC Field Notes 1 ...................................................................................77
Figure 9: PLC Procedure Matrix........................................................................................82
Figure 10: ECHS PLC Field Notes 2 .................................................................................83
Figure 11: Traditional High School PLC Session 1 ..........................................................85
Figure 12: Traditional High School PLC Session 2 ..........................................................86
Figure 13: Algebra I Scale Scores for ECHS and Traditional High School Model ..........96
Figure 14: Box and Whiskers Plot Depicting Survey Results of Both High School
Models..............................................................................................................98

1
CHAPTER 1
Introduction
The national high school dropout rate over the past decade, coupled with the
importance of education for employability, has created a potentially catalytic foundation
for a national economic crisis (Christle et al., 2007). Workers who possess merely a high
school education have become increasingly irrelevant in the global economy (Pollack,
2009).
Johns Hopkins University’s Center for Social Organization of Schools studied the
contextual factors contributing to the dropout rates by identifying high schools with
severe dropout problems, as well as the states, cities, and neighborhoods in which they
were located (Pollack, 2009). Researchers identified locations with high schools having
poor promoting power (i.e., 50% of the first-year students did not graduate 4 years later)
and weak promoting power (i.e., 40% of the first-year students did not graduate 4 years
later) for a total of 2,000 of the 10,000 schools examined (Pollack, 2009). Poverty
appeared to be the strongest correlation of low promoting power, indicating fewer
resources and lower per-pupil expenditures than high-promoting schools (Pollack, 2009).
The study pointed out that, in many locations, the high concentration of weak-promoting
schools means that there is little choice but to attend a school where graduation is not the
norm (Pollack, 2009). Thus, for many students, the school they attend may be the
strongest determining factor in their completing versus dropping out of school (Pollack,
2009).
Additional concerns surface when looking at particular subgroups and their
performance within the United States, whereby many student subgroups are performing
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at lower levels when compared to their peers (Burde, 2016). Fueled by this need to
identify and promote best practices, “a simple yet complex educational strategy has been
affirmed by some previous research: teacher collaboration” (Burde, 2016, p. 2).
Researchers are calling for higher levels of teacher collaboration in a school as a strategy
to address lackluster performance trends in recent years. One type of collaboration
required is demonstrated by professional learning communities (PLCs; Burde, 2016).
This type of school community is defined as a group who is “committed to working
collaboratively in the ongoing process of collective inquiry and action research to achieve
better results for the students they serve” (Burde, 2016, p. 2). By this definition, PLCs
consist of results-orientated groups of educators. Although teachers gathering at a staff
meeting or a common meeting time is often referred to as a PLC, this definition is an
inaccurate characterization. PLC is an overused term. DuFour highlighted this common
misconception, elaborating that the term has been used so ubiquitously it is in danger of
losing all meaning (Burde, 2016). For the purpose of this study, a professional learning
community (PLC) will be operationally defined as a group of educators who
systematically collaborate with the primary focus of improving student achievement.
Purpose of the Study
Nationally, the research has shown that the mission of an early college high
school (ECHS) was clear—to “address the nagging reality that minorities are less likely
to attend college than other students; and for those doing so, far fewer minority male
students have access to postsecondary education than minority females” (Kaniuka &
Vickers, 2010, p. 166). Consequently, the purpose of this mixed study is to examine,
qualitatively and quantitatively, the perception of teachers in an ECHS and in a
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traditional high school as these perceptions relate to PLCs. Second, the study aimed,
through its questions and methodology, to examine whether there was any relationship
between PLC collaborative practices and the results of the Algebra I Regents in each of
the two high schools.
Additionally, the study sought to understand the specific factors that can
contribute to the success of traditionally underrepresented students in the ECHS. This
research was conducted with the intent of identifying which components of the ECHS
can be considered by urban public school districts that serve a rapidly growing population
of African American and Latino students to succeed in school. Therefore, as the study
progressed, reviewing the results of the New York State (NYS) Regents Examination in
Algebra I, capturing the teachers’ voices through interviews, and observing the two
schools in operation were all essential, both for the study in general and for the specific
research questions in particular. The study’s results are intended to inform administrators
on the effectiveness of PLCs, especially their impact on student achievement. These
recommendations are discussed in further detail in Chapter 5.
Although PLCs have been an important factor in the ECHS model, the work of
researchers Darling-Hammond & Richardson (2009), DuFour and Eaker (1998), and
Eaker et al. (2002) agrees that student achievement, in the form of test scores and
attendance, is not as high as it should be in traditional high schools. While some
quantitative data exists, presently there is a lack of information available on the
relationships between the creation of a PLC and the impact the PLC structure has on the
overall climate in the school. Creating a positive school climate is one of the most
important things a principal can do to improve student achievement. Perhaps when school
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leaders focus on creating authentic learning communities, the result may be a more
sustained, positive school climate. Research into the relationship between the dimensions
of a PLC and student achievement can provide school leaders with insight into the
importance of these critical constructs of a PLC. School leaders who focus on improving
the academic climate within their schools by embracing the PLC construct may have
greater success with implementing reform initiatives.
The intent of the early college model is to offer necessary support for underserved
or underrepresented students to be successful in post-secondary institutions. The ECHS
offers additional guidance and support systems to their students in comparison to
traditional high schools (Bridges & Maxwell, 2015). Previous studies have indicated that
ECHSs have meaningfully impacted college registration and the enrollment of students in
college while still in high school. Data shows that there is an increase in college
enrollment in an ECHS compared to a more traditional high school (Kendall et al., 2007).
This study, by focusing on one ECHS and one traditional high school, sought to
examine whether these findings from previous research were evident in this district’s
ECHS school model, in contrast to one of its traditional high schools.
Theoretical/Conceptual Framework
The work of several researchers and theorists has guided this study, and this work
is more extensively elaborated upon and summarized in Chapter 2. Vygotsky’s (1978)
conceptual framework of how adults learn and his zone of proximal development (ZPD)
are at the center of this study; that is, in ZPD, people work together on various tasks that
one should not otherwise perform alone. Vygotsky’s ZPD further emphasizes this peer
collaboration, proposing that people are motivated to learn when encouraged and
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supported (Blake & Pope, 2008). He argued that not only social interactions transform
learning experiences, but proficiency is also attained when learners are guided by a more
capable peer.
Development and learning, according to Vygotsky (1978), Blake and Pope
(2008), and Gredler (2009), are social processes aided by people who are more capable or
expert in an area. For instance, if a more proficient person, such as a teacher or peer,
provides assistance to a student or to another adult, the student or the adult are capable of
completing the task with this type of expert assistance (Blake & Pope, 2008). PLCs are
very much founded on these concepts. A key element of a PLC is that people learn by
observing and modeling. Learners have the opportunity to engage in cooperative learning
over time and in social interactions that move development forward for the adult learner
as an individual, for those with whom they collaborate and for the students entrusted to
them.
Significance of Study
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2018), the median
earnings were lower for adults age 25 through 34 who worked full time, year round, and
who had not completed high school, compared to those with higher levels of educational
attainment. Data from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016), showed the difference in earnings
between people without a high school diploma and those with a diploma is $6,400. The
unemployment rate for high school dropouts (13%) was higher than the unemployment
rate of those whose highest level of educational attainment was a high school credential
(9%; U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). The National Center for Education Statistics (2016)
reported that dropouts age 25 and older were in worse health than adults who were not
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dropouts, regardless of income. Dropouts also make up disproportionately higher
percentages of the nation’s institutionalized population (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2016). Relative to individuals who complete high school, the average high
school dropout costs the economy approximately $266,000 over their lifetime, in terms of
lower tax contributions, higher reliance on Medicaid and Medicare, higher rates of
criminal activity, and higher reliance on welfare (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2016). As a result, school districts have turned to PLCs within the ECHS
model as a remedy. School districts are responding to the issue of low graduation rates
and the lack of college and career readiness by revamping the high school model. The
focus becomes the whole child, and all stakeholders, teachers, support staff,
administration, college, and community partners are involved in the education of
students. This study examined, through four research questions, a PLC in an ECHS in
contrast to one in a traditional high school. This study sought to address the gap in
literature around PLCs in an ECHS, which is often common in small school districts,
mainly in the Midwest and Southwest areas of the United States. This study adds to the
studies on PLCs specific to a large urban school districts, notably one of New York
State’s Big Five school districts.
Research Questions
The extant research suggests there is a need for a paradigm shift, from teacher
isolation to teacher collaboration, as a strategy to deal with the issue of student
achievement (Burde, 2016). Hundreds of schools have implemented PLCs; however,
schools still struggle with student achievement and providing students with instruction to
succeed. In this replication study of Burde’s (2016) research, I examined the level of
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teacher engagement in PLCs across two high schools in an urban school district. The
level of teacher engagement and collaboration were measured using Olivier and Hipp’s
(2010) Professional Learning Community Assessment–Revised survey (PLCA–R). The
dimensions of the PLCA–R are described in detail in Chapter 2. I was guided by four
questions to determine whether there is a correlation in student achievement when
teachers participate in a PLC, as outlined by Olivier and Hipp’s six dimensions of
collaborative work. From a qualitative perspective, the literature suggests a relationship
between PLCs and student achievement. However, there is a lack of quantitative evidence
to support this relationship (Burde, 2016). Data examined included:
•

PLCA–R survey results of teachers in two schools: an ECHS and a traditional
high school

•

Faculty interviews of teachers in both schools

•

PLC observations in both school models

•

Results of Algebra I Regents exams for students in both high schools

I analyzed data to address the following questions:
RQ1: What is the level of engagement of teachers in a PLC, if any, in an urban
school district, as measured by PLCA–R, in each of the six dimensions:
o shared and supportive leadership
o shared vision and values
o collective learning and applications
o shared personal practice
o supportive conditions–relationships
o supportive conditions–structures (Olivier & Hipp, 2010)
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RQ2: Which teacher characteristics are related to having stronger PLC
engagement and which PLC domains are related?
RQ3: To what extent, if any, do teachers at this ECHS report engaging in PLCs
and do their attitudes towards PLCs differ from the traditional high
school?
RQ4: What are the PLC processes and results evident, if any, in a traditional
high school and ECHS?
Design and Methods
This is a concurrent exploratory mixed methods design that used data collected
both quantitatively and qualitatively. By nature, a PLC is a collaborative approach to
learning, and a qualitative approach is natural for the collection of data. Creswell and
Poth (2018) defined the main characteristic of qualitative research as follows:
“Qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to inquiry, the collection of
data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under study, and data analysis
that is both inductive and deductive and establishes patterns or themes” (p. 96–97).
Qualitative researchers observe, interview, and collect snapshots of data that is
used to gain a deeper understanding of the participants than quantitative data can provide.
Creswell (2014) defined validity as one of the strengths of qualitative research that is
based on determining whether the findings are accurate from the standpoint of the
researcher, the participant, or the leaders of an account. It is recommended that one
identify key strategies to check accuracy of findings, and for this research study the use
of triangulation was chosen to determine validity. Creswell (2014) defines triangulation
as:
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[utilizing] different data sources of information by examining evidence for the
sources and using it to build a coherent justification for themes. If themes are
established based on converging several sources of data or perspectives from
participants, then this process can be claimed as adding to the validity of the
study. (p. 15)
Findings can be corroborated and any weaknesses in the data can be compensated for by
the strengths of other data, thereby increasing the validity and reliability of the results.
For the purposes of this mixed study, observations of PLC procedures, teacher
interviews, PLC survey results and the Algebra I Regents results were utilized. The
combination of qualitative and quantitative methods and analysis was intended to (a)
explore the four guiding questions deeper, (b) add a higher degree of validity to the study,
and (c) enhance my understanding of the effects of professional communities in an ECHS
in relationship to student achievement.
Definition of Key Terms
An early college high school (ECHS) is designed to offer students rigorous
curriculum, on completion of which the students will have earned a high school diploma
and either an associates degree or college credits (Kaniuka & Vickers, 2010). The
mission of these schools is clear: to address the reality that minorities are less likely to
attend college than other students, and for those who do attend, minority males are less
likely to attend than females (Kaniuka & Vickers, 2010).
A professional learning community (PLC) is a model of collaboration that focuses
teachers on student learning. PLCs are accountable for continual student learning and
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teacher professional growth through a consistent focus on student performance data
(Lippy, 2011).
Dual enrollment courses are college level courses that are offered at the high
school level, and which coincide with state requirements for coursework. Courses may
offer three to six college credits and one high school credit. Students who complete dual
enrollment courses while still enrolled in high school earn both college and high school
credit. In most cases, all college credits earned are awarded and then transferable to a
student’s college after graduation from high school, as long as the student has earned an
overall grade of 75% or higher.
A traditional high school is a high school that may offer Advanced Placement
coursework and some dual credit coursework to its students, but does not enable them to
earn their high school diploma and 60 college credit hours simultaneously and free of
charge.
College/university partnerships are developed with ECHSs to offer college
courses to students on the ECHS campus or on the college/university campus at no or
minimal charge.
The mission of the Smart Scholars program is to increase college access and
attainment by providing college courses, college and career development workshops, and
educational and college trips for students who are historically underrepresented in higher
education.
Student achievement measures the amount of academic content a student learns in
a determined amount of time. For the purpose of public high schools and this study, it is
defined by a student’s ability to complete necessary standardized exams for graduation.
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Collaboration is an emphasis on common goals, relationships, and mutual
interdependence as a way to build community as well as being a way of life within a
school; individuals depend on each other for their own learning and work (Slater, 2004).
Engagement is defined as strong relationships between students, teachers,
families, and schools, and strong connections between schools and the broader
community.
Support staff are non-teaching faculty members that help to address the social and
emotional needs of students through individual and group counseling, mental health
services, and family support services. They include academic guidance counselors,
school psychologists, and social workers.
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
Dimensions of a Professional Learning Community
To understand one of the key components of an ECHS, one must review the
dimensions of a PLC. This section of the literature review seeks to (a) define and describe
what the literature is calling the PLC; (b) describe what happens when a school staff
studies, works, plans, and takes action collectively on behalf of increased learning for
students; and (c) reveal what is known about how to create such communities of
professionals in schools (Hord, 1997). According to a more recent Intel Education K–12
Blueprint (2014), in a PLC school, “teachers work together by writing common
assessments, planning curriculum, identifying at-risk students, and problem solving to
intervene for each student” (p. 1). Therefore, the collaborative team meetings take on a
different focus from the usual faculty meetings of a traditional school, which usually
focus more on administrative and management issues. The meetings in PLCs are
opportunities for teachers to share concerns, reflect on their instructional strategies, and
make decisions based on data.
According to Intel Education K–12 Blueprint (2014) and DuFour’s (2004) study
for the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, the critical questions
that are at the center of teachers’ work in schools include:
1. What do we want students to learn?
2. How will we know if students have learned it?
3. What do we do if students do not learn it? (Intel Education K–12 Blueprint,
2014, p. 1–2)
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More specifically, the critical attributes that were found to promote the development of
PLCs are found in Table 1. From DuFour’s (2004) study, a framework was developed to
guide both the research and development of PLCs.
Research shows that the term “professional learning community” has been used in
education to represent various groups of teachers who are assembled together for
different reasons. Teachers sharing the same planning space, possibly the same grade
level or content, are scheduled together and expected to plan together. The groups tend to
focus on organization tasks or coordinating schedules for a project (Hord, 2008). Even
when attending training, teachers focus on their skills and abilities rather than the
outcomes: student achievement and growth (Angelle & Teague, 2011). A shift in the
paradigm of learning communities has led to models of PLCs that move beyond
professional development and managerial tasks to opportunities for intentional learning,
preparing them to enable students to reach high standards (Angelle & Teague, 2011; see
Figure 1).
Figure 1 explains the goals and the dialogue between team members. Teachers
and support staff work together towards a common purpose. The PLC foundation must
guide day-to-day decisions. For every existing and proposed process, procedure, or
practice, teachers and support staff ask:
•

Is this consistent with our purpose?

•

Will it help us become the school we envision?

•

Are we prepared to commit to do this?

•

Will it help us to achieve our goals?
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Table 1
Attributes of the Six Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities
Dimension
Shared values and
vision

Critical Attributes
Espoused values and norms
Focus on student learning
High expectations
Shared vision that guides teaching and learning

Shared and
supportive
leadership

Nurturing leadership
Shared power, authority, and responsibility
Broad-based decision-making that reflects commitment and
responsibility

Collective
learning and
applications

Sharing information
Seeking new knowledge, skills, and strategies
Working collaboratively to plan, solve problems, and improve
learning opportunities

Shared personal
practice

Peer observations
Feedback to improve instructional practice
Sharing outcomes of instructional practice
Coaching and mentoring

Supportive
conditions

Relationships
Caring
Trust and respect
Recognition and celebration
Risk-taking
Unified effort to embed change
Structures
Resources (time, money, materials, people)
Facilities
Communication systems

Note. From Differences in the Implementation of Learning Communities: An Examination
of the Elements of Collaborative Work Groups in Two Districts [Paper presentation] by P.
S. Angelle and G. M. Teague, 2011, 25th Annual University Council for Educational
Administration Convention, Pittsburgh, PA, United States.
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Figure 1
The PLC Structure

Note. From “Professional Learning Communities Institute Presentation” by R. DuFour &
R. DuFour, 2012.
The most promising strategy for sustained, substantive school improvement is building
the capacity of school personnel to function as a PLC.
As shown in Table 2, Eaker et al. (2002) indicated that changes abound in PLCs
when compared to traditional approaches to school. Five components of true researchbased PLCs have been found to include: (a) shared beliefs, values, and vision; (b) shared
and supportive leadership; (c) supportive conditions; (d) collective learning and
application; and (e) shared personal practice (Hord, 1997, 1998, 2008). To gain a greater
understanding of this idea, a description of each dimension is outlined and explained. The
six dimensions of a PLC will be used as a means to organize data. The following portion
of this literature review will provide insight into the characteristics of schools that are
immersed in the development, implementation, and sustaining of PLCs (Angelle &
Teague, 2011).
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Table 2
Comparison of Traditional Schools and Professional Learning Communities
Traditional Schools

Professional Learning Communities

Teacher isolation

Collaborative teams

Generic mission and belief statements

Mission statements clarify what students will
learn, how it will be assessed, and how school
will respond if not learned

Vision statements, often developed by only a
few, more like wish lists, and may be ignored

Research-based vision statements developed
through collaboration and provide blueprint
for improvement

Goal statements that are random, focused on
means rather than ends, may be difficult to
assess
Culture focused primarily on teaching

Goals stated with measurable performance
standards linked to vision

Curriculum overload is common; teachers
independently decide what to teach

Collaboration used to develop curriculum that
is focused on student learning expectations

Improvement decisions made by averaging
opinions

Improvement decisions made through
collaboration and based on best practices

Effectiveness of improvement strategies
externally validated; an emphasis on teacher
opinions of strategies

Effectiveness of improvement strategies
internally validated based on student learning
outcomes

Administrators “leaders”
Teachers “implementers”

Administrators “leaders of leaders”
Teachers “transformational leaders”

School improvement plan focused on wide
variety of issues; plan may be set aside after
developed

School improvement plan focused on fewer
goals developed collaboratively and designed
to affect student learning; plan is vehicle for
change

Improvement initiatives follow latest
trends/fads

Improvement initiatives tied to vision
statement

Culture focused primarily on learning
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The Early College High School Model
Through four research questions, the present study examined PLCs in two high
schools in an urban school district in the Northeast of the United States: an ECHS and a
traditional high school. Additionally, it measured the impact of teacher collaboration in a
qualitative and quantitative way, utilizing several different sources of data, including, but
not limited to, student achievement results on Algebra I, a high stakes NYS Regents
exam. The ultimate purpose was to determine whether or not PLCs make a noticeable
difference in these two high schools, and this literature review is intended to (a) provide a
summary of the research on the topic and (b) acknowledge a continuous need for the
study of PLCs in general.
ECHSs that have been established in urban school districts may offer a partial
solution to increasing the achievement of African American and Latino students in high
school and in preparation for higher education. According to the literature, the ECHS
model has unique factors that allow teachers to target instruction to meet the needs of
these underrepresented groups. Two of the main goals of an ECHS are to (a) decrease the
dropout rate, thereby increasing high school retention and graduation rates and (b)
increase the number of underrepresented students to acquire college credits and apply to
2- and 4-year colleges (Munoz, 2011).
Dual enrollment courses are offered in an ECHS. These are college level courses
that are offered at the high school level, and which coincide with state requirements for
coursework. Courses may offer three to six college credits and one high school credit.
Students who complete such courses while still enrolled in high school earn both college
and high school credit. In most cases, all college credits earned are awarded and then
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transferable to a student’s college after graduation from high school, as long as the
student has earned an overall grade of 75% or higher. These programs were also designed
to expose students to the collegiate experience by providing educational opportunities on
college campuses whenever possible. This method of accelerated study has been of
primary focus in earning college credit on the high school level, due in part to the
affordability created by shared resources between the high school and college (Kendall et
al., 2007). Increasingly, however, educators have sought to provide more streamlined and
challenging outlets for high school students to complete graduation requirements and
enter college. ECHSs, accordingly, were developed to allow students the opportunity to
earn college and high school credit in a collegiate and engaging environment (Munoz,
2011). Engagement is defined as strong relationships and mutual interdependence as a
way to build community, as well as being a way of life within a school; individuals
depend on each other for their own learning and work (Slater, 2004). This engagement is
important for the target population of underserved students, as it is the lack of
engagement that often leads to dropout behavior (Munoz, 2011).
Nearly one third of the nation’s students who start in the ninth grade fail to
graduate and, of the students who graduate, two thirds are not prepared for college
(Munoz, 2011). “Only half of African-American, Latino, and Native-American youth
earn a high school diploma” (Munoz, 2011, p. 2). The percentage of Whites who
complete a college degree by age 29 is 34%, compared to only 10% of Latinos. Lowincome students are seven times less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree by age 24. The
percentage of U.S. students who earned a college degree 30 years ago has remained the
same through the beginning of the 21st century (Munoz, 2011).
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Although it was claimed at the 2001 Mortenson Research Seminar (seminar
events combine education, research, and partnerships to improve development tools and
practice) that gains have been made in college enrollment and degree attainment among
racial and/or ethnic minorities, including Hispanics, disparity remains (Munoz, 2011).
The Pew Hispanic Center reported that, of the 1.4 million bachelor’s degrees awarded in
2004 in the United States, less than 5% were earned by Hispanic males and even fewer
by Hispanic females (Munoz, 2011). Trends like these suggest that low completion rates
are a consequence, at least in part, of high rates of attrition or (in)voluntary departure
from college among Latino collegians (Klasik & Strayhorn, 2018). According to Klasik
and Strayhorn (2018), in the fall semester immediately after graduating from high school,
75% of White students start college, in comparison to 50% of Latino students.
Often times, teachers and school building leaders are under pressure to produce
high test scores, raise graduation rates, and get students into the colleges of their choice.
As a result of these pressures, educators lose sight of the importance of school and
teaching. This is where schools need to create a balance between the need to complete
graduation requirements that are imposed upon secondary schools and the necessity for
teachers to be able to teach the subjects they are so passionate about. Teaching with the
whole child in mind will improve cultural literacy and, as a result, create adults who are
empathetic when addressing real world situations. Our challenging question includes,
how do we incorporate strategies that support all students socially, emotionally, and
academically in an effort to improve literacy in various content areas?
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Smart Scholars in an ECHS
Through the Smart Scholars Early College High School Program, institutions of
higher education (consisting of colleges and universities) partner with public school
districts to create ECHSs that provide students with the opportunity and preparation to
accelerate the completion of their high school studies while earning a minimum of 24 but
up to 60 transferable college credits at the same time. According to the New York State
Access, Equity and Community Engagement Services, the Smart Scholars program
targets students who are traditionally underrepresented in postsecondary education.
Students receive additional academic support from the school/college partnerships to
ensure they are at grade level and ready to participate in rigorous high school and
collegiate courses. This dual or concurrent enrollment program serves to increase high
school graduation and college completion rates, while reducing student tuition costs as a
result of the compressed time required to earn a college degree. The college application
process for Smart Scholars ECHS students presents unique considerations compared to
this process for traditional high school students. Special concerns for ECHS students
applying for college admission are associated with credit transfer, advanced standing, and
eligibility for opportunity programs.
A Familiar World: Traditional High School Setting
The role of secondary education has undergone many changes in the 20th century.
The original model included factory-like buildings, specific start and end times, and
knowledge-based curricula to prepare teenagers for a workforce consisting mostly of
assembly line jobs. Cook (2003) noted that, because most students were not going on to
college, it would be much better to focus on the needs and interests of the majority—
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those planning to join the work force immediately after high school. School officials
argued for high school curricula that would “prepare students for life and not cause them
to become disenchanted by difficulty or aridity” (Cook, 2003, p. 14). It seems that this
perspective eventually triumphed when, in 1918, the Commission on Reorganization of
Secondary Education published the Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education (Cook,
2003). The National Education Association had established the commission 5 years
earlier (Cook, 2003). The seven major objectives of education identified in the Cardinal
Principles were intended to do much more than prepare students for higher education.
Included in these principles were (a) health, (b) command of fundamental processes, (c)
worthy home membership, (d) vocation, (e) citizenship, (f) worthy use of leisure time,
and (g) ethical character (Cook, 2003). The commission urged that homemaking be
considered of equal value to other schoolwork; clearly the emphasis was not on rigorous
academic course work geared towards interest.
Despite this emphasis on vocational education, public schools had to admit all
students and give them an education. Schools focused on offering students their choices
of courses rather than rigor and relevance. There was a demand for vocational courses, so
schools began to offer course work that was “geared towards interest, a solution that was
particularly American” (Cook, 2003, p. 15). As a result, schools added courses in math
and English, but also vocational courses such as stenography and mechanical arts (Cook,
2003, p. 15).
In summary, traditional high schools generally follow the same format. If a
student were to transfer from one high school to another within the state they live in, the
chances of the student having a radically different experience are slim. The structures of
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every high school are the same: eight periods a day, remedial and advanced classes,
sports, a gymnasium, and the occasional awards ceremony to honor a child’s
achievement. The only shock would be for students to create new friends or meet new
teachers. The curricula in a traditional high school is just that: traditional, common,
general.
Teachers in Traditional American High Schools: On Their Own
A key characteristic is the level of autonomy teachers will have in a traditional
high school. Teachers are in many ways on their own with a curriculum for their subject
area, if provided. Teaching as an autonomous profession may not be such a horrible idea:
the independence to make their own decisions, no micromanaging, planning as they see
fit, and so on. Cook (2003) described teachers as “trusted subcontractors” who know
what to do to accomplish their mission (p. 31). A traditional high school is organized
such that teachers teach five to six classes a day, have their lunch, and go home. Some
coach or supervise an extracurricular activity. Largely, many do not collaborate with one
another. When could they? Schedules are designed to have packed classrooms, limited
staff to teach, and little downtime, rarely leaving space for teacher meetings during the
day. Brief professional conversations may happen during a lunch period, in the morning,
or afternoon at dismissal. These conversations are not in-depth because time constraints
do not allow for it.
Shared Values, Vision, and Shared and Supportive Leadership
This dimension of the PLC structure implies more than just a mission statement
that is shared within a school community and implemented by the administration
(Angelle & Teague, 2011). A vision statement imposed upon a group by the school leader
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does not provide the impetus to move the group forward in meeting its goals (DuFour &
Eaker, 1998). A vision—characterized by an undeviating focus on student learning—has
been identified as a hallmark of a true PLC (Angelle & Teague, 2011). This focal point
on student learning has been confirmed by research as central to the beliefs and vision of
schools implementing PLCs (Bezzina, 2008). Angelle and Teague (2011) suggested,
a most fundamental best practice in a PLC is to promote the qualities and
dispositions of insatiable, lifelong learning in every member of the school
community—young people and adults alike—so that when the school experience
concludes, learning will not. (p. 14)
A vision leads to the collective courage to take risks, to new thinking, and serves
as a rudder for direction (Angelle & Teague, 2011). Shared beliefs and vision impact the
ways in which the teachers work individually and together toward common goals. From
their review of literature on teacher professional learning, Opfer and Pedder (2011) noted
evidence of exchange between collective beliefs and school practices; that is, school
practices can and do enable collective beliefs, whereas collective beliefs can also result in
more enabling of school-level practices and structures. In this way, the collective capacity
of the school affects collective goals and enabling structures for organizational growth
that affect, and are affected by, collective norms and practices (Opfer & Pedder, 2011).
Angelle and Teague (2011) concluded that shared language and understanding
arise from a common set of values and vision. The presence of this common language
and understanding is noted in schools that demonstrated a stronger embrace of the PLC
(Louis et al., 1994). Hord (2008) asserted that a shared vision guided the work of a
learning organization as they considered changes and improvements that were essential
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for greater student learning. The process of developing shared vision and beliefs does not
happen automatically, but requires the intentional effort of the learning community
members. Hipp and Huffman (2003) reported that, in PLCs that were considered more
mature, educators understood the deep need to develop a vision and have the capacity to
connect it with important overarching concerns, such as goals for student achievement,
school improvement, and lifelong learning. In contrast, less mature PLCs often struggled
with getting everyone involved in the process, or were impeded by the principal’s failure
to recognize the importance of a vision to guide the school (Hipp & Hoffman, 2003). In
their research on professional learning organizations, Hipp and Huffman found that,
while all of the five dimensions are foundational to the concept, shared vision was the
most crucial. They stated, “It is critical, however, to understand that the emergence of a
strong, shared vision based on collective values provides the foundation for informed
leadership, staff member commitments, student achievement, and sustained school
growth” (Hipp & Hoffman, 2003).
Therefore, the work of a PLC springs from this sense of shared vision and
purpose. Such leadership did not resemble that of the factory model found in the early
part of the 20th century. According to research (Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hord, 1997),
administrators participated in nurturing relationships within the school that allowed for
shared leadership, power, authority, and responsibility. The principal is not the
authoritative manager in a PLC, but one who involves staff in the decision-making
process (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Incorporating leadership practices that utilize shared
power has been found in research to create greater motivation, a sense of community,
efficacy, trust, and even risk taking (Angelle & Teague, 2011). Shared leadership also
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implies that principals provide guidance and resources needed for teachers and other staff
members to make critical decisions (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Supportive leadership has
been found throughout the literature (Hord, 1997; Louis et al., 1994) as necessary for the
emergence of a PLC. The common thread throughout all the research discussed is that it
is evident that shared and supportive leadership is one of the pillars of successful PLCs.
Collective Learning and Application
As schools faced the challenge of meeting the needs of students in a diverse
global society, change required learning in order for a transformation of attitude and
practice to take place (Hipp & Huffman, 2003). Increasing the capacity for collective
learning and application of learning is one of the critical elements of PLCs. Angelle &
Teague (2011) described the learning within PLCs as a habitual activity where the group
learns how to learn together continually.
Collective learning promotes seeking answers to questions about (a) what students
need to learn, (b) how we will know it has been learned, and (c) how we will act when
students struggle (DuFour, 2004). In order to build strong PLCs that can impact student
learning, collective learning was found to be essential (Hord, 1997, 1998, 2008). In order
to incorporate collective learning, the capacity for dialogue must be fostered among the
members (Angelle & Teague, 2011). The PLC is a democratic environment that “allows
dissent and debate among its members, and this can result in increased understanding and
learning of the members” (Hord, 1997, p. 46). Being open to innovation was vital to
create an atmosphere that promotes risk-taking by the members (Louis et al., 1994).
Angelle and Teague (2011) revealed that initial conversations in learning communities
focused on sharing resources, but discussion of the critical issues of student learning were
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not found as often in the beginning stages of the development of a PLC. In one middle
school study, Graham (2007) discovered that, as a sense of community developed,
growth was seen in the substantive conversations and learning that took place in
meetings. Collaboration among teachers and administrators, which focuses on identified
student learning needs, has been found to be a key to bringing about effective change
(Hord, 1997, 1998, 2008; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Louis et al., 1996).
Shared Personal Practice
Shared personal practice requires mutual respect and a development of trust (Hipp
& Huffman, 2003; Scribner et al., 1999). The work of PLCs has paved the way for
teachers to implement more peer observations, sharing feedback and outcomes, and
coaching or mentoring roles (Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Hord, 1997). Hord (2008) stated
that research informs us about the significance of the coaching that educators use to
support each other in deepening their learning and implementing new practices.
In order for shared practice to be implemented, team members have to let go of
mental models and build the capacity for change (Angelle & Teague, 2011). Shared
practice requires team members to make public what has been traditionally been private:
goals, strategies, materials, pacing, questions, concerns, and results (Angelle & Teague,
2011). Collective learning leads to developing and testing new strategies that can be
strengthened through shared reflection (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Within communities of
practice, individual practices of teachers are not abandoned, but are connected to each
other in such a way that a single shared practice of teachers emerges (Angelle & Teague,
2011). Other studies (Kruse et al., 1994) also found the need for a de-privatization of
personal practice in order to do the work of PLCs.
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Shared practice and collective inquiry help sustain improvement by strengthening
connections among teachers, stimulating discussion about personal practice, and helping
teachers to build on one another’s expertise (Angelle & Teague, 2011). In a national
study, Wahlstrom and Louis (2008) noted that supportive teacher interactions in PLCs
enabled the teachers to assume roles such as “mentor, mentee, coach, specialist, advisor,
facilitator, and so on” (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008 p. 463). In their study of teachers
participating in PLC literature circles, Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008, concluded that shared
participation in a supportive environment fostered reflection on personal practice and the
sharing of constructive ideas.
Supportive Conditions
Hipp and Huffman (2003) concluded that supportive conditions are the “glue that
is critical to hold the other dimensions together” (Hipp & Huffman, 2003, p. 146).
Supportive conditions found in schools implementing a PLC included both supportive
relational conditions and supportive structural conditions (Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hord,
1997, 2008). Relational conditions found to nurture the development of PLCs included
trust, respect, caring relationships, recognition, celebration, risk-taking, and reflective
dialogue (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hord, 1997; Louis et al.,
1994).
Supportive conditions, or the lack thereof, impact the development of PLCs. The
reduction of normal boundaries found between teachers and school departments resulted
from efforts concentrated on reducing isolation of teachers, providing opportunities to
develop the capacity of the staff, and building a caring, collaborative environment (Hord,
1997). In their study, Roundtree and Hipp (2010) discovered a “noticeable change in staff
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and student morale when the staff was confident of needed support” (Roundtree & Hipp,
2010 p. 112). When supportive conditions are present, Leo and Cowan (2000) found that
collegial relationships are fostered. Structural conditions exhibited in mature PLCs
included time and space for collaborative work (Hord & Sommers, 2008). Teachers often
reported that time and the pressure to meet other demands of the job were stumbling
blocks to PLC development (Hord & Sommers, 2008; Wells & Feun, 2007). In order for
schools to have successful learning communities, resources such as materials, finances,
training, and people are essential (Angelle & Teague, 2011). Time set aside to meet and
talk, both as teaching teams and as a staff, was critical for the growth of PLCs; proximity
of people, consideration of the schedule, and common planning times were reported to be
structural considerations that impacted PLC success (Angelle & Teague, 2011; Hord,
1997).
Supportive conditions set the stage for the work of PLCs to happen. The literature
also revealed stumbling blocks that stood in the way of successful implementation and
sustainability of PLCs. External and internal forces can undermine the greatest efforts to
build conditions that are supportive for learning communities. District, state, or federal
demands may stand in opposition to, or impede the work of, learning communities. Giles
and Hargreaves (2006) found that the greatest barrier in the schools they studied was the
standards movement. Internal forces such as negative individuals, scheduling
complexities, and lack of resources are also hurdles. Implementation of PLCs impacted
the building of capacity to halt the evolutionary attrition of change by renewing their
teacher cultures, distributing leadership, and planning for leadership succession (Giles &
Hargreaves, 2006, p. 152).
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Teaching the Whole Child
Researchers Darling-Hammond and Richardson (2009), Ehrenworth (2013), Elias
(2018) and Gredler (2009) concluded that teachers express frustration about student
learning. Students, they argue, do not comprehend basic reading and writing skills.
Teachers across content areas are working together to improve instruction. Furthermore,
creating curricula that represent a school or school district as a whole is important.
Communities change, and with those changes must come a shift in teaching and learning.
Research by Sharroky Hollie (2012) quotes Gloria Ladson-Billings’ definition of
culturally responsive teaching as “[A] pedagogy that empowers students intellectually,
socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural and historical referents to convey
knowledge, to impart skills, and to change attitudes” (Hollie, 2012, p. 22). Teachers using
this type of teaching support students by implementing lessons that create “academic
success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness” (Hollie, 2012, p. 22). With the
implementation of international academies that service students who are new to the
United States, like the one within Yonkers Public Schools in New York, it is more
important now to create curricula that are inclusive and represent the diversity of our high
schools and the district as a whole.
To do this, DuFour (2007), Burde (2016), Gredler (2009), and Olivier et al.
(2010) have all conducted studies that focus on PLCs as a methodology that can be
implemented in urban, low-performing schools in an effort to support teacher
collaboration and, therefore, academic success of students. PLCs in today’s urban high
school can take on various forms. Some may include structured groups of teachers that
are strategically chosen by the administration. They are given tasks to complete and are
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scheduled to meet daily. They include teachers from various content areas and levels of
experience. In some schools, collaboration may start out as a small, grassroots effort,
involving only two or three teachers who may share responsibility for the same group of
students (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). It may involve an entire grade level, content area, or
grade clusters with teachers sharing similar students (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). Many
argue that this type of structure may isolate groups of teachers, while others believe it
disrupts teacher autonomy and hinders creativity (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). On the
contrary, PLCs empower teachers by allowing them to dictate curricula based on daily
assessments they create and implement (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). Teacher
collaboration in the form of PLCs addresses various challenges in schools. They include
sociocultural and socioeconomic factors, improving student background knowledge,
social and emotional learning, and various academic factors that are daily challenges for
teachers (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010).
Socioeconomic Factors
Collaborating teachers may share and combine instructional resources to provide
students with supplies and other assistance. When all staff is involved, this includes
teachers, administration, and pupil support staff, a concerted effort is made to inform
families in need of the valuable resources and support available (Dove & Honigsfeld,
2010).
Sociocultural Factors
There are various sociocultural factors that ELL students must negotiate while
they acquire English. Culture shock, isolation, navigating school norms, and responding
to bias and prejudice is alleviated with the support and structure of teachers who engage
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in PLCs (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). Creating a culturally responsive school begins with
school leaders allowing teachers to create and implement strategies that meet the learning
needs of all students. Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994) referred to creating a culturally
responsive learning environment and culturally congruent, meaningful learning
opportunities. With increasing cultural and linguistic diversity among the school-age
population, “all school personnel must recognize the importance of including students’
cultural framework as reference in all aspects of learning” (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010, p.
31). The implementation of PLCs will allow teachers and school communities as a whole
to focus on themes of caring and support in daily lessons. Nel Noddings (2015) claimed
the need for teaching the theme of caring in our daily lessons stems from the disconnect
of emotions among adolescents. The degree to which young people are subjected to or
contribute to violence is alarming. Young people are becoming parents themselves
without any concrete idea of the implications this will create in their futures. Many
students live for the moment. Looking at the big picture, or life beyond the moment, is an
impossibility. How did society become so emotionally disconnected? Why is government
concerned more with test scores and the bottom line than they are with creating more
responsible citizens? These are difficult questions to answer, and maybe they will never
change, but educators have an opportunity to help young people develop a new sense of
self and empathy for others through their daily lessons.
Background Knowledge, Assessments, and Academic Support
Teachers engaged in PLCs are more likely to develop lesson plans that are
conducive to student needs and reflect current state standards. Teachers use PLCs as an
opportunity to analyze student work as hard data that will be used to drive instruction

32
(Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). In PLCs, collaborative teams of teachers create common
assessments for three formative purposes. First, team-developed common assessments
help identify curricular areas that need attention because many students are struggling
(Stiggins & DuFour, 2009). Second, they help each team member clarify strengths and
weaknesses in his or her teaching and create a forum for teachers to learn from one
another (Stiggins & DuFour, 2009). Third, interim common assessments identify students
who aren’t mastering the intended standards and need timely and systematic interventions
(Stiggins & DuFour, 2009).
Social and Emotional Learning
Schools are constantly measured on various criteria. Data from test scores,
graduation rates, teacher effectiveness, and disciplinary incident rates are all examined to
determine its success. Millions of dollars are spent annually as a response to failing
curricula, lack of teacher effectiveness, and an increase in school safety measures. This
downward spiral leads a school on the path to failure. In New York State, this is called
“receivership.” It is an ugly label that brands a school regardless of any possible
successes they may later experience. As a result, schools develop a reputation and begin
to lose the support of alumni, the community, and the district. A more extreme level of
failure would be the harsh reality of school violence. Columbine High School, Sandy
Hook Elementary School, and Virginia Tech involved young people who experienced
isolation, rejection, and little to no emotional support. As a result, signs of depression,
lack of motivation, and hidden aggression were left unnoticed.
Students are not thinking in terms of numbers. They are not aware of the hours it
takes to prepare for lessons or how altercations in a school affect its overall rating. They
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understand fighting is bad and can lead to suspensions, and that teachers are always
trying to get ideas across, but the impact these ideas have on their school is lost. These
concepts are beyond the realm of a child. Their focus in high school, although at times it
can be about passing their classes, tends to be survival: Who will I talk to today? How
will my friends receive me? How can I fit in more? How do I shake a reputation I’m not
proud of? What happens if someone is aggressive towards me? Do I back down or do I
confront them? Who will have my back?
These questions consume young people. To make matters more challenging, some
students have adult responsibilities like raising their own children, providing an income
for their families, or living in group homes and shelters in conditions unimaginable to
most school staff. How can teachers cover Shakespeare or the Cold War when students
are mentally preparing for a fight in a few hours? How can students understand the
writing process if they continue to focus on the home that may not be there at the end of
day? People often think that schools are havens; safe, secure buildings that welcome all
students. However, merely controlling behavior is not correcting it. Preventing an issue
may curb it within the realms of a school building, but it may not alleviate the problem.
One effective way to foster emotional literacy is to develop trust between students
and adults. Connecting with a student to develop empathy of their needs and encouraging
positive behavior while taking a firm stance against unwanted actions seems obvious to
educators. However, caring for students is an enormous task that can result in teacher
burnout. As a result, schools have an additional conflict that needs to be addressed. The
literature mentions quite a few interventions that would benefit the school as a whole.
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The hesitation of high school teachers to embrace literacy is common. Mary
Huysman (2012) conducted research that found that by allowing teachers to embrace
literacy education as a means to teach content and not as a separate entity. The emphasis
is no longer on the English teacher, but on all teachers. Each content area is unique in
teaching reading and critical thinking that is reflective of the many complex topics in that
area. Huysman’s (2012) goal in conducting this 14-week study was to develop “strategies
to be used more frequently by teachers in content areas” (Huysman, 2012, p. 53).
Participants included an English teacher, as well as mathematics and social studies
teachers. The study was conducted in a school district with similar demographics to
Yonkers. There was an increase of African American residents over the course of the
previous 10 years. The majority of the school population was African American with
42%; 95% of students qualified for free or reduced lunch, and 10% received some type of
special education services. During the year in which the study took place, the middle
school that feeds many of the students into the high school was ranked below average.
Students had a low passing rate on state competency rates in Grades 3, 5, and 8, and the
school did not make annual yearly progress. The school is a focus school that, if not
improved, will be closed.
According to Huysman (2012), many teachers expressed concerns and difficulties
with implementing literacy strategies, as well as the need for support in teaching content
materials. The data collected was in the form of interviews, classroom observations,
debriefing sessions, and field notes in the form of work samples. Using a sociocultural
theory for the study allowed the author to explore the social aspects of learning, as well
as experiences, beliefs, and backgrounds of the participants (Huysman, 2012). The most
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dominant topic of discussion and most improvement shown among all content areas was
the use of vocabulary instruction. This was used to build a foundation in learning content
(Huysman, 2012). The teachers all expressed surprise with how important it was to use
vocabulary instruction as a tool to enhance learning.
The use of collaborative learning communities allows teachers to reignite their
energy for teaching (Huysman, 2012). Over the years, many teachers felt stagnant and the
light bulb of teaching had dimmed. However, collaboration allowed for new ideas to be
discussed and strategies to be implemented.
Heather Sheridan-Thomas (2006) emphasized multiple literacies as means to
sharing information and allowing students to collaborate on ideas. She encouraged
teachers to use digital literacies as a basis for instruction (Sheridan-Thomas, 2006). She
believed students need to collaborate among one another, and in order to so academically,
teachers must accept that students’ adult world will be electronic. The jobs they will
accept will require more technology than present day. Literacy, with a focus on
technology, will prepare students for the demands of the modern world (SheridanThomas, 2006). She concluded that most students who are disengaged, functioning
academically below grade level in reading and writing, may be proficient in other forms
of literacy outside of school (Sheridan-Thomas, 2006). With this said, Dr. SheridanThomas pointed out that it is teachers’ responsibility to highlight these digital literacies
(students’ ability to search online or maneuver through complex electronics) and translate
those skills into content lessons (Sheridan-Thomas, 2006). One way Sheridan-Thomas
believed this would occur is by tapping into the interests of the students at hand.
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Laura Robb (2000), author of Teaching Reading in Middle School, emphasized
understanding the difference between skills and strategies. A struggle for many students
is the lack of skills needed to read and write. As a result, teachers began to focus on skill
sets needed for students to succeed. However, as Robb emphasized, when these skills are
taught in isolation they may improve, but they cannot be applied to all texts or beyond the
classroom (Robb, 2000). A student may be able to calculate a math problem, but will
have difficulty using those same skills to try to understand the price of an item in the
store. Why? Skills are taught from archaic workbooks that have little or no connection to
their literature or lives beyond school. Robb suggested a three-part model that allows
students an opportunity to think rather than just respond: (a) the use of “think alouds” to
model how to question texts; (b) the power of a mini-lesson to bring the class together for
a single purpose before returning to their groups for individualized instruction; and (c)
encouraging small successes for struggling readers. Students experience mini success
stories when given the opportunity to work at their pace and to increase rigor as students
master the skill.
Similarly, Mary Ehrenworth established a similar thesis in that all students will
learn complex ideas when they are engaged and willing to learn. Much like SheridanThomas, Ehrenworth (2013) argued that the student must be engaged in the content and
see concrete results as a result of their learning. Close reading strategies are also offered
that are applied to all content areas: What does the text want me to know? What new
ideas or concepts are presented? Whose perspective is represented in this text? These are
questions that are applied to scientific articles in Living Environment or a primary source
in U.S. History. In this context, close reading is seen as an outcome rather than a
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technique; an outcome that is the result of continuous practice using the above-mentioned
questions (Ehrenworth, 2013). Primary sources are necessary because they are real texts
and not summaries that are found in textbooks (Ehrenworth, 2013). Dr. King’s speech, a
scientific study, or a slave narrative in English class would, using close reading, allow
students greater access to information. Dr. Ehrenworth also emphasized the need for
constant, repeated practice to achieve successful outcomes.
Finally, Kavin Ming (2012) offered additional concrete strategies that support the
notion that unlikely content areas develop skills needed to move beyond the classroom.
Art, math, music, and physical education are not the usual places where one would find a
journal or an essay. However, to prepare for college and their careers, all students must
be able to use critical thinking skills across all contents. It must be the norm across all
classrooms. No one should be exempt. This article supports the concepts in the previous
three articles because it offers concrete ideas on how to implement literacy. The simple
suggestions make an enormous impact on students. They’re organized into categories:
authentic writing, collaboration, discussion, the use of graphic organizers, and the use of
relevant texts in these content areas. All strategies are supported by, once again, the
collaboration of teachers.
Brown v. Board of Education was the single greatest recognition of the 20th
century (Clinchy, 2011). The Brown decision made it clear that all students will be
entitled to a fair education. This monumental court case eliminated legal segregation;
however, school systems in major cities across the United States are still forced into a
segregated school system based on poverty. Students within the same district face
inequalities such as inadequate buildings and supplies or unprepared teachers. Unrealistic
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standards and retention policies are all contributing factors to the continuous failure of
public schools. In short, “despite the Brown decision, the nation has significantly failed to
provide anything close to equal educational opportunities to all our children and young
people” (Clinchy, 2011, p. 2). Students in inner city or rural communities are unable to
compete with suburban school districts. The idea that suburban districts are able to spend
a significantly larger amount of money per student further widens this divide. This is also
true within the same school district. For example, the Yonkers Public Schools, one of the
big five New York State school districts, imposed an unlawful segregated policy for all
residents (Bayless, et al 2018, 2018). Students in certain neighborhoods were unable to
choose their elementary, middle, or high school (Bayless, et al 2018, 2018). As a result,
families were forced to live in particular neighborhoods, but their children were forced to
attend the schools that were chosen for them based on geography (Bayless, et al 2018,
2018). Desegregation was a significant moment for the school district and the community
as a whole; I can say that my experiences in school were created for me. My elementary
and middle schools were chosen for me. I was not offered the opportunity to attend the
high school of my choice. My home address chose my school. It wasn’t until the
desegregation case of 1986 that led to the integration of students from across the city to
come together for a common purpose: a quality education.
The unrealistic standards that are constantly imposed on school districts are yet
another roadblock to equality in education. As a result, standardized tests are created that
begin to dictate the content, and often the quality, of curricula across school districts.
Many of the academic standards are so complicated that it would take students 22 years
of schooling to master (Clinchy, 2011). The exams needed to prove mastery become the
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dictators for what rigorous curricula should entail. The exams are described by the
National Center for Fair and Open Testing as “too long, too complicated and both
academically unfair and inaccurate” because they test what has not been studied at a level
way above a child’s cognitive development (Clinchy, 2011, p. 2). What does this mean?
How do these results influence a child’s placement in education? The answer is simple: it
continues to contribute to the inappropriate labeling of students, who once again are
deprived of an adequate and fair education throughout a school year, but are expected to
perform on an exam at a mastery level.
How are these obstacles overcome: giving school districts, families, and teachers
autonomy? This goes beyond just allowing families to choose the school they want to
attend. School districts and their broader communities need to (a) celebrate the diversity
of their students and families, (b) realize that school districts are capable of creating and
implementing high standards of teaching and learning, and (c) understand that one
singular methodology for teaching and learning cannot be implemented on the very
diverse populations of urban and rural school districts. “It will take a new educational
civil rights movement” to significantly “bring about the kind of just, fair, equal and truly
democratic system of U.S. public education we want and deserve” (Clinchy, 2011, p. 7).
The role of teachers in literacy education is critical, and includes (a) incorporating
student interest in the learning process, (b) discussing effective methods of teaching, and
(c) shifting the success of individual students or classes to that of the school as a whole.
All of the authors included in this literature review argued for a complete implementation
of literacy across content areas. Most argued that the methodology in teaching is archaic
and detrimental to students. The biggest factor in all of these articles was the need for
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teacher collaboration in the form of PLCs and a collective understanding that all students
matter and can learn. The need for academic equality for all students was emphasized, as
it is needed to maintain order and to reduce the dependence of students’ opportunities
upon social origins (Ansalone, 2009). A teacher’s opportunity to discuss strengths and
weaknesses of their students, the development of a rigorous curriculum that shares the
responsibility of reading, writing, and critical thinking across all content, and the
opportunity for students to enjoy educational equity and excel academically regardless of
their social origin are all critical to move a school forward (Ansalone, 2009).
Urban high schools have faced a number of challenges in contemporary
education. From the increased stakes of standardized testing to the demographic shifts of
classrooms, teachers are charged with the task of ensuring that all students receive a free
and equitable education. However, the culture of isolation exemplified in the American
education system is a hindrance to the development of a culture of collaboration.
Research consistently indicates the need for teachers to adopt professional collaborative
practices in order to identify the academic needs of students and to raise student
achievement (Achinstein, 2002).
Creating Equity in Education: Algebra I
Algebra I is considered the gateway course students must enroll in and
successfully complete in order to move forward in high school. It is not only required for
graduation, but the concepts and skills acquired in Algebra I lay the foundation for future
mathematics and science classes. Therefore, students who are not successful in this
course are more likely not to enroll in advanced mathematics classes, which may delay
their preparedness for college and career. Aughinbaugh (2012) found that high school
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students in the 1990s and 2000s who took advanced math courses (Algebra II or higher)
were 20% more likely to start college at a 4-year school by the age of 21. Adelman
(2006) concluded that students who have taken advanced math are more likely to attend
college, and those who finish a course beyond Algebra II in high school are also more
likely to complete a bachelor’s degree. Crawley (2018) concluded that students enrolled
in advanced math as juniors and seniors in high school have higher earnings than those
not enrolled seven years after the course was taken and approximately 75% of adults
making up the top 25% of earners took at least Algebra II in high school. Crawley (2018)
explains that students who experience success on the first attempt at Algebra I experience
a statistically significant increase in achievement in mathematics in future courses. Those
who fail, however, have relatively low chances of ever becoming proficient in algebra,
and therefore have a low chance of succeeding in more advanced courses (Crawley,
2018). The natural conclusion from this research is that it is essential for students to be
exposed to algebra and to successfully complete Algebra 1 the first time they take it
(Crawley, 2018).
According to the National Center for Education Studies (2018), only 59% of
schools who serve Grade 8 offer Algebra I. Their report also notes that the sequence
would be Algebra I, Geometry, Algebra II, Pre-Calculus, and Calculus, and students who
do not have access to Algebra I are less likely to move on to Calculus before senior year
(National Center for Education Studies, 2018). During the 2015–2016 school year, 4.4
million students were enrolled in Algebra I, with 69% of students enrolled in Grade 9
(National Center for Education Studies, 2018). Therefore, the foundation for all other
math classes occurs in their first year of high school. It is logical to assume that the
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performance of students in this particular course, and the support they are going to need
from teachers, is critical.
Crawley (2018) explains that improving racial and socioeconomic equity in
access to advanced math in high school can also help achieve equity through college and
after. Completion of an advanced math course in high school has been associated with a
36% to 59% increase in college completion rates in low-income students and a 45% to
69% increase in college completion rates for Latino students (Crawley, 2018, p. 16).
Future earnings are also positively affected by minority students’ completion of these
courses; each additional math course completed by Black students increased their annual
earnings by 8% (Crawley, 2018, p. 16). According to Rose and Betts’s (2004) study on
the effect of high school courses on future earnings, inequities in access to advanced
math courses account for one-quarter of the income gap between low- and middle-income
families when measured 10 years after high school graduation.
Gaertner et al. (2014) used data from the Florida Department of Education, and
they found that taking a high-level course in math had large positive effects on Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test scores, high school graduation, and 4-year college
enrollment. Taking high-level math courses in high school also increased the number of
credits earned, grade point average, and bachelor’s degree attainment (Gaertner et al.,
2014, p. 146). Meanwhile, the effect of math course-taking on occupational outcomes has
generally focused on the relationship between high school mathematics and wages
(Gaertner et al., 2014, p. 146). Higher math competency decreased unemployment and
increased earnings for non-collegebound women; the equivalent effect was not found for
males. For both males and females, however, higher scores on Algebra I assessments
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significantly increased their predicted job performance and success in job training. Rose
and Betts (2004) explained the direct effect of various high school math courses on
students’ earnings after graduation. The researchers determined that mathematics courses
have a large effect on earnings, regardless of whether we also control for other types of
courses taken (Rose & Betts, 2004, p. 505). In fact, the IV estimates imply that the
returns to taking a one-unit algebra/geometry course are statistically significant and large
in magnitude—over 9% (Rose & Betts, 2004, p. 505). For all the above reasons described
in the literature review, I chose Algebra I Regents results as a source of data to inform the
study and its conclusions.
The literature on this topic is obviously extensive; however, Burde stands out.
Since this research builds on Burde’s (2016) work, a summary follows: “in an era of
accountability, with an educational climate demanding student achievement outcomes, a
better understanding of PLCs is needed” (p. 11). Burde (2016) “deconstructs the PLC
model into six elements” using the same instrument used in this study, the PLCA–R (p.
36). This approach allowed for the possibility of identifying “value added elements
within the PLC model,” which in turn addresses the gap in literature mentioned in
Chapter 1.
Conclusion
Critical thinking on a subject is vital to mastering complex mathematical
problems, to successfully conduct scientific research, or to debate a topic in history. The
controversial Common Core Learning Standards have ignited debate on their validity and
purpose in schools; their intention was to create equity. All students are expected to rise
to excellence regardless of their school district. However, the controversy lies in the
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standards’ unrealistic goals for children who have lost so many years of effective
teaching, and have therefore continued to perform poorly on standardized exams such as
the NYS Regents and SATs. The purpose of this mixed study is to examine the
effectiveness of PLCs within an ECHS. The impact of structured teacher collaboration on
student achievement was examined.
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CHAPTER 3
Methods
This chapter presents the methods and procedures utilized to examine PLCs in
two urban high schools: an ECHS and a traditional high school. Although the study’s
emphasis was on capturing teachers’ perceptions of collaboration and level of
engagement in each of the schools, other dimensions were studied as identified in Olivier
et al.’s (2010) PLCA–R. The research questions that guided this study are:
RQ1: What is the level of engagement of teachers in a PLC, if any, in an urban
school district, as measured by PLCA–R, in each of the six dimensions:
o shared and supportive leadership
o shared vision and values
o collective learning and applications
o shared personal practice
o supportive conditions–relationships
o supportive conditions–structures (Olivier & Hipp, 2010)
RQ2: Which teacher characteristics are related to having stronger PLC
engagement and which PLC domains are related?
RQ3: To what extent, if any, do teachers at this ECHS report engaging in PLCs
and do their attitudes towards PLCs differ from the traditional high
school?
RQ4: What are the PLC processes and results evident, if any, in a traditional
high school and ECHS?
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Research Design
This is a concurrent exploratory mixed methods design, which is characterized by
an initial qualitative phase of data collection and analysis, followed by a phase of
quantitative data collection and analysis, with a final phase of integration or linking of the
two separate strands of data (Brannen, 2005). Creswell et al. (2006) explained, “mixed
methods research is both a methodology and a method, and it involves collecting,
analyzing and mixing qualitative and quantitative approaches in a single study or a series
of studies” (p. 1). Furthermore, a mixed methods design is seen as a way to strengthen
quantitative relationships (Creswell et al., 2006). According to Creswell et al. (2006),
mixed methods research “begins with a qualitative arm that often shapes the direction of
the entire study” (p. 3). Ultimately, mixed methods researchers work with different types
of data (see Figure 2; Brannen, 2005).
Figure 2
The Concurrent Exploratory Mixed Methods Design

Coding

Qualitative
Data Collection
and Analysis
Builds to

Quantitative Data
Collection and
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Creswell (2014) further explained a mixed methods approach as a strategy involving the
collection of quantitative and qualitative data as “integrating the two forms of data” (p.
4). This method is chosen because of its “strength of drawing on both qualitative and
quantitative research and minimizing the limitations of both approaches” (Creswell,
2014, p. 218). This methodology for data collection and analysis includes challenges such
as “extensive data collection, the time-intensive nature of analyzing both qualitative and
quantitative data, and the requirement for the researcher to be familiar with both
quantitative and qualitative forms of research” (Creswell, 2014, p. 218). The intent is to
develop better measurements with specific samples of populations in order to gain a
greater sense of a larger sample. This is rooted in grounded theory that represents the
integration of qualitative and quantitative perspectives in thinking and actions. The
collection and analysis of data for this mixed study occurred in two phases.
Phase 1
Phase 1 of this mixed study included qualitative methods, which consisted of data
collection in the form of Algebra I teacher interviews and observations of three PLCs.
This form of data collection provided the researcher with insight into the thoughts,
feelings, and intentions of participants that could not be understood with the use of only
quantitative measures (Seidman, 2006). The number of participants used in this study was
appropriate for descriptive studies in which large amounts of data are collected from a
small sample. The amount of data collected for the qualitative piece is smaller than that
for the quantitative data collection because the intent is to locate and obtain information
from a small sample, but to gather extensive information from this sample (Creswell,
2014). Data collected in this phase was in the form of PLC observation and Algebra I
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teacher interviews. A template was used to record data from the observations (see
Appendix A). The research questions for this study and Olivier and Hipp’s (2010)
PLCA–R survey guided me in creating the questions used for the interviews (see
Appendix B). The questions were designed to discover the perception of teachers in an
ECHS and in a traditional high school as these perceptions relate to PLCs. Second, I
aimed to discover, through these questions and the methodology of this research study, to
examine whether there was any relationship between PLC collaborative practices and the
results on the Algebra I Regents in each of the high schools.
Saldaña (2016) defined a code as a “word or short phrase that symbolically
assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion
of language-based or visual data” (p. 4). In this research study, data collected in the form
of PLC observations and teacher interviews were coded using the PLCA–R as a guide. A
system to code the information was also used to determine possible themes. As
recommended by Saldaña (2016), coding is one way to analyze the qualitative data and to
bring out the essence and meaning of the data that respondents have provided. To codify
is to arrange “in a systematic order, to make something part of a system or classification,
to categorize” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 9). Coding enabled the researcher “to organize and
group similar data into categories” because they share characteristics in an effort to gain a
better understanding of information collected (Saldaña, 2016, p. 10).
I interviewed two Algebra I teachers, one in each high school setting, and
observed three PLC meetings. Both teachers were secondary education teachers. The
ECHS Teacher (the pseudonym given to the participant in the ECHS school setting) and
the Traditional Teacher (the pseudonym given to the participant in the traditional high
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school) that were interviewed have taught Algebra I at the high school level for the past
10 years.
The interview questions found in Appendix B were designed to discover
participant perceptions around PLCs and teacher experience within their particular school
model. The questions were created using the PLCA–R survey as a guide. Overall, among
both interview candidates, the interview questions were aligned with the six dimensions
of a PLC:
•

shared and supportive leadership

•

shared vision and values

•

collective learning and applications

•

shared personal practice

•

supportive conditions–relationships

•

supportive conditions–structures (Olivier, et al. 2010)

Creswell and Poth (2018) explained that an interview is considered to be a social
interaction based on a conversation and that knowledge is constructed between
interviewer and interviewee. Further, it is an attempt to understand the world of the
subject and their point of view (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Interviewing served as a tool to gather data that could not be observed, including
thoughts, feelings, and intentions (Seidman, 2006). As Seidman (2006) explained, the
subjects of inquiry in the social sciences can talk and think and, unlike a planet, chemical,
or lever, when given the chance to talk freely, people appear to know a lot about what is
going on. At the very heart of what it means to be human is the ability to use language to
give insight into experiences. Therefore, interviewing is “the most basic mode of inquiry,
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recounting narratives of experiences has been the major way throughout recorded history
that humans have made sense of their experiences” (Seidman, 2006, p. 8). The purpose of
the interview portion of this research study was to gain a human, lived experience of
people and their daily interactions. Although it was absolutely necessary to collect
quantitative data, as that is the main source of data for public high schools and that data is
used to rate the effectiveness or failure of a school, the qualitative component is critical
when studying a PLC. However, when analyzing PLCs, people have the opportunity to
engage in cooperative learning.
Teachers who participated in the interviews were given a consent form indicating
the interview process and permission from the interviewee to be recorded (see Appendix
C). The researcher used a script to maintain consistency between the interviews and a
chart for note taking during observations. The interviews and observations were
conducted at each school and followed a procedure that led to an in-depth conversation
resulting in data that assists in answering the research questions. To record the data as
accurately as possible, the researcher used a recorder and note taking. A recorder was
used to minimize error and allowed the researcher to focus more on the teacher and the
responses.
Before beginning the interview, the teacher was given a thorough explanation as
to why they were chosen, the purpose of the study, and the reason for the audio recorder
(more accurate documentation of the conversation). I then transcribed all interviews and
analyzed for themes that emerged that correlated with the six dimensions of a PLC.
Creswell (2014) recommended that a transcript check be done to ensure there were no
errors made during transcription. Next, I undertook a reflection process to gain a greater
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sense of the information. Using Creswell’s (2014) guidelines, reflection questions
included:
•

What general ideas are participants saying?

•

What is the tone of the ideas?

•

What is the impression of the overall depth, credibility, and use of the
information?

This process was also done for the PLCA–R given to teachers/support staff, as some
participants offered written responses to certain statements.
Observations of PLCs in both high school models were used to verify responses
on the PLCA–R and the interviews. Creswell and Poth (2018) explained that an
observational protocol is recommended as a method “for recording notes in the field”
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 168). Date, place, time of observations, number of
participants, physical setting, and particular events observed are recorded in a chart and
allow a researcher to reflect on the process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Creswell and Poth
recommended the table in Appendix A for note taking, which I used.
Using Olivier et al.’s (2010) PLCA–R as a guide, I observed three scheduled PLC
meetings in the ECHS and traditional high school setting, recording observations in
Creswell and Poth’s (2018) table. To guide me during these scheduled PLC meetings, I
used a table created by Angelle and Teague (2011) that divided each dimension into
critical attributes and gave me a better understanding of each dimension (see Table
1).Coding
I transcribed qualitative data in the form of interviews and observations in both
high school models. A “code in qualitative inquiry is most often a word or short phrase
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that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative
attribute for a portion of language based on visual data” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 4). I generated
a code for each dimension that “symbolizes or translates” the data and attributes
interpretation and meaning to each piece of data (Saldaña, 2016, p. 4; see Table 3). In
order to analyze the interview transcripts and field notes from observations, each
observation and verbalization was coded. Transcripts were then analyzed for themes that
correlate with the six dimensions of a PLC. Coding is one way to analyze qualitative data
(Saldaña, 2016). For the purposes of this research study, coding allowed me to group data
(i.e., interview responses, short answer responses on the PLCA–R, observations) in order
to better analyze and summarize results.
Table 3
Codes Used for Analysis
Dimension
Shared values and vision

Code for analysis
SVV

Shared and supportive leadership

SSL

Collective learning and applications

CLA

Shared personal practice

SPP

Supportive conditions–relationships

SC–R

Supportive conditions–structures

SC–S

IRB Process
This research involved human subjects and was therefore subject to the ethical
policies and guidelines established by the Institutional Review Board at Saint John’s
University. The research conducted in this study strictly adhered to these policies and
guidelines. To protect the confidentiality of the subjects and their schools, no
demographic data regarding their names or the names of their schools were collected. A
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pseudonym for each school and interviewee was used. No participant or school names
appeared on any of the paperwork associated with this study. It was stated to participants
in the email introduction and consent form that there was no intention to attribute any
response to a specific school. Participation in the study was strictly optional and posed no
potential risks; no names were collected.
Teachers in both high school settings met daily during a scheduled time assigned
by the administration. Both schools have PLCs that are grade-level specific. Within these
teams, teachers from across content areas were present and an agenda was set by the
teachers. I observed two PLC sessions in the traditional high school and one PLC session
in the ECHS.
The observation of the traditional high school model was done on a Thursday and
consisted of a whole group meeting. The purpose of this meeting was to discuss growth
mindset as it relates to students. Teachers across content areas within the same grade
level were brainstorming ways to create a growth mindset in their classrooms to change
culture.
The session observed at the ECHS involved a team meeting, which was scheduled
by the teachers weekly. The team meetings generally consisted of teachers and support
staff (i.e., school psychologist, social worker, community mental health provider, and the
guidance counselor) to discuss the academics and behavior of students shared by a group
of teachers across content areas. For the ECHS in this research study, the team met every
Tuesday to discuss students in common across content areas (see Figure 3). During this
session, teachers met with a guidance counselor to identify at-risk students based on
academics, behavior, and attendance.
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Figure 3
ECHS PLC Schedule
All PLCs
Monday
Whole group
meeting

Tuesday
Department
Meetings

Autism Only
Whole Group
with OT/PT

Whole Group with Whole Group
OT/PT

Wednesday
Parent
Meetings/Support
Services

Thursday
Team Meetings

Friday
Professional
Development

Whole Group with Professional
OT/PT
Development

Researcher Positionality (Human Instrument)
Background knowledge and professional experiences can bring much to the
research experience. Peredaryenko and Krauss (2013) concluded that a “researcher,
consciously or unconsciously, brings to the research setting his or her own
predispositions, assumptions and beliefs, which may align or diverge from those of his or
her study participants” (p. 1). Peredaryenko and Krauss (2013) concluded that this is
“especially true if the researcher has a strong affinity with the population under study” (p.
1). Research also concluded that “subjectivity is, in fact, advantageous and can be seen as
virtuous, for it is the basis of researchers making a distinctive contribution, one that
results from the unique configuration” (Peredaryenko & Krauss, 2013, p. 1). It is
recommended that researchers keep a journal, record their experiences as a “tool for
allowing researchers to draw a line between their subjectivity and observable
phenomenon” (Peredaryenko & Krauss, 2013, p. 1). Researchers such as Lincoln and
Guba (1985) were among the first to introduce the term “human instrument” in their work
(p. 3). They believed:
First, human beings are able to sense subtle cues in the environment to which they
naturally know how to respond. While most physical instruments are only able to
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measure particular factors, the human being is “virtually infinitely adaptable” and
“like a smart bomb, the human instrument can locate and strike a target without
having been preprogrammed to do so.” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 3)
The researcher’s self is considered one of “the best instruments for acquiring knowledge
about the social and cultural worlds,” thus allowing the researcher to gain a better
understanding of the subjects and their experiences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 3).
My beliefs and attitudes about education and content knowledge on PLCs, teacher
and principal leadership, adult learners, professional learning, school improvement,
creating safe and respectful school learning environments, and learning organizations
provided rich experiences to draw upon in conducting this research study. My various
professional roles in and out of this school district have fueled passion and interest in
school leadership teams and organizational improvement; however, care was taken that
this knowledge would not cloud my objectivity. Every effort was made to “rein in the I”
(DelVecchio, 2005). Researcher’s “position themselves” in a qualitative study (Creswell
& Poth, 2018, p. 44). This means the researcher makes their position and background
known:
Our readers have a right to know about us. And they do not want to know whether
we played in the high school band. They want to know what prompts our interest
in the topics we investigate, to whom we are reporting, and what we personally
stand to gain from our study. (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 44)
It is also recommended that allowing someone to “introduce [the researcher] if you are an
outsider, being passive and friendly, and starting with limited objectives” at the
observation (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 168). As an observer, it is important to maintain
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good procedures: “limit interaction as to not disrupt the natural flow of the meeting,
quietly withdraw from the observation when done and then thank the participants”
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 168). Creswell and Poth’s (2018) recommendations were
taken into account as I scheduled visits to both schools. Introductory emails were sent to
the staff and administration at both schools. Administrators at both schools introduced me
and my role in the observation and interview process and the school district as a whole.
Throughout this process, I observed PLCs, spoke to teachers informally, and
interviewed teachers. Qualitative research involves fieldwork. In this research study, part
of this fieldwork involved interviews and observations. I visited both schools and
observed teachers in their routine schedules. I observed PLCs with teachers consisting of
the same grade level but various content areas. Algebra I teachers, for the purpose of this
study, were interviewed individually following an interview protocol. The Algebra I
teachers were invited to participate, and an interview consent form was given to the
teachers (see Appendix C) and reviewed and signed by the participant. The interview was
recorded to provide clarity and to allow me to reuse and reanalyze the content of the
recording (Tessier, 2012). This allowed me to listen to and “focus on details, such as
hesitations, restarts, and cut-offs in participants’ speech” (Tessier, 2012, p. 450). Tessier
(2012) explained that transcripts help “prevent infatuation with the field, which occurs
when researchers become too close to participants and their world, by providing physical
and emotional distance between the researcher and the field (p. 450).
Phase 2
Phase 2 of this mixed study included quantitative strategies, which consisted of
data collection in the form of teacher/support staff survey and New York State Regents
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exam data. First, to address conflicting viewpoints that were anticipated as a result of
interviews and observations, the PLCA–R was distributed to teachers/support staff in two
large high schools in an urban school district. Schools and teacher and support staff’s
engagement in the six dimensions of PLCs was ascertained using the PLCA–R (Olivier &
Hipp, 2010). One high school model was an ECHS and one was a traditional high school.
Both were located in Yonkers, New York. The teacher/support staff survey was
distributed during a regularly scheduled faculty meeting. Faculty meetings occur once a
month, and this is where teachers, support staff, and administration either receive
professional development or review procedures, policies, or concerns that may need to be
addressed collectively as a group. This two-building sample consisted of 140 teachers
and support staff, as well as the test scores of 687 students who completed the Algebra I
exam in June 2019. Student data were generated by an internal database of information
from the school district. The data were made accessible to me after IRB approval from
Saint John’s University. The data were then accessed from the district’s Division of
Research, Evaluation, and Reporting.
The survey was distributed to teachers and support staff during a regularly
scheduled faculty meeting. The teachers and support staff were given an overview of the
research study, including its purpose and procedure. Faculty were given the option to opt
out of participating from the study if they chose; they were also given the opportunity to
omit written answers, as well as to skip questions they did not want to answer. Faculty
were given a consent form, a survey, and two envelopes, one for the consent form and the
other for the survey. Both documents were kept separate by the participants and, once I
collected them, they were placed in separate boxes. Faculty were given time during the
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regularly scheduled meeting to complete the survey, and were able to do so in about 15
minutes. There were 82 teachers/support staff who completed the survey. Data were
gathered and recorded in an Excel spreadsheet that was uploaded to Jamovi, an online
statistics program. Two teachers, one from each school model, were chosen for the
interview process. This process was not random, as there were only two schools
participating in this study. The teachers chosen for the interview were Algebra I teachers.
Instrument
In an effort to gauge the level at which schools function along the continuum of
PLCs, the PLCA–R was used to assess teachers’ perceptions of critical attributes within
their learning organization (Olivier et al., 2009). The PLCA–R is a survey used to
measure educators’ perceptions of their school’s engagement in the dimensions of PLCs
(Olivier & Hipp, 2010). The PLCA–R contains a total of 52 statements, for which
participants provide responses through a four-point, forced-choice Likert scale ranged
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
Additionally, Olivier et al. (2009) explained:
This tool was designed to assist school personnel in identifying practices that
successfully contribute to becoming and sustaining a PLC. Initially, the
Professional Learning Community Assessment was created to assess everyday
classroom and school level practices. Over the last 5 years, this survey has
successfully assisted educators and researchers in determining the strength of
practices within each PLC dimension. (p. 1)
Olivier and Hipp (2010) revised the survey used by the National Dropout
Prevention Center to assess the level of engagement and buy-in by teachers and support
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staff in a PLC. I sent an email to Dr. Dianne Olivier (see Appendix D) requesting
permission to use the PLCA–R, and Dr. Olivier responded with a letter (see Appendix E)
granting such permission.
Teachers and support staff responded to a series of questions that are arranged in
four levels. There are six dimensions to the structure of a PLC and therefore the structure
of the survey. They include:
•

shared and supportive leadership

•

shared values and vision

•

collective learning and application

•

shared personal practice

•

supportive conditions–relationships

•

supportive conditions–structures

The PLCA–R (see Appendix F) allows for a deconstructed view of PLC implementation;
filling a gap in the literature. It also allows for the possibility of showing elements that
are related to student achievement and those that are not. Each of the survey’s sections
contains a comment box; however, a written response is not a required component.
Olivier and Hipp (2010) conducted validity analyses surrounding the PLCA–R, as
reported in Table 4 and Table 5, which shows reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s Alpha).
The data suggest the PLCA–R is a reliable survey instrument.
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Table 4
PLCA–R Reliability Summary by Dimension

Dimension
1

Description
Shared and supportive leadership

2

Shared vision and values

3

Collective learning and application

4

Statements
11

Reliability coefficient
(Cronbach’s α)
.94

9

.92

10

.91

Shared personal practice

7

.87

5

Supportive conditions–relationships

5

.82

6

Supportive conditions–structures

4

.88

A test for validity was conducted that yielded a Cronbach’s α score of .777 making this
survey a reliable and consistent in what they are meant to measure (see Table 5).
Table 5
PLCA–R Reliability Statistics
Cronbach’s α
.777

Cronbach’s α
based on standardized items
.777

N
6

The PLCA–R has also gone through construct validity (expert study and factor
analysis), and has yielded satisfactory internal consistency for reliability (Olivier & Hipp,
2010). The final six questions of the survey are in a section titled “Statements.” These six
questions are specific in nature, dealing with items such as resource allocation, facility
cleanliness, communication systems, data storage and retrieval, and classroom proximity
issues. All six questions are specific to structures and processes and will be included in
the sixth dimension.
Trustworthiness of the Design
Berman (2017) explained that the collection of both qualitative and quantitative
data is not enough “to categorize a study as mixed methods” (p. 7). It is the integration or
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linking of the “two strands of data that defines mixed methods research and highlights its
value” (Berman, 2017, p. 7). A critical task of this mixed study included my need to
“establish the validity of the scores from the quantitative measures and to discuss the
validity of the qualitative findings” (Creswell, 2014, p. 225). The qualitative methods
consisted of data collection in the form of interviews and observations, results of the
PLCA–R assessment, and Algebra I student results. Qualitative validity allowed me “to
check for accuracy of the findings by employing certain procedures” (Creswell, 2014, p.
201). One of those strategies is triangulation (see Figure 4). I followed Creswell and
Poth’s (2018) advice and “used multiple and different sources, methods” to provide
corroborating evidence (p. 260).
Figure 4
Data Triangulation

Teacher
Interviews

Triangulation

PLCA–R Survey
Results and NYS
Algebra I scores

PLC
Observations

When qualitative researchers locate evidence to document the themes from
various sources of data, “they are triangulating information and providing validity to
information” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 260). This allowed me to identify themes in the
data: “If themes are established based on converging several sources of data or
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perspective from participants, then this process can be claimed as adding to the validity
of the study” (Creswell, 2014, p. 201). In this mixed study, I examined (a) the qualitative
data collected during interviews and observations, (b) the quantitative data collected
through the PLCA–R, (c) NYS Regents scores in Algebra I, (d) documents from the New
York State Access, Equity and Community Engagement Services, and (e) the Algebra I
course sequence and modules (to better understand the math curriculum). The
interpretation and reporting of the data was also strategic and compliments the research
design. The “order of interpretation is to first report the qualitative findings, use the
qualitative results and then the quantitative results” to answer each research question
(Creswell, 2014, p. 227). As Creswell (2014) explained, “it does not make sense to
compare the two databases, because they are typically drawn from different samples and
the intent of the strategy is to determine if the qualitative themes can be generalized to a
larger sample” (p. 227).
Sample and Population
The purpose of this study was to examine qualitatively and quantitatively, using a
concurrent exploratory mixed methods design, the perception of teachers in an ECHS and
in a traditional high school as these perceptions relate to PLCs, specifically guided by the
four research questions that frame this study. The sample chosen for this research study
was purposeful. Purposeful sampling is “a technique widely used in qualitative research
for the identification and selection of information-rich cases for the most effective use of
limited resources” (Palinkas et al., 2015, p. 534). This involves identifying and selecting
individuals or groups of individuals that are “especially knowledgeable about or
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experienced with a phenomenon of interest” (Palinkas et al., 2015, p. 534). Further,
Palinkas et al. (2015) noted:
Qualitative methods place primary emphasis on saturation (i.e., obtaining a
comprehensive understanding by continuing to sample until no new substantive
information is acquired). Quantitative methods place primary emphasis on
generalizability (i.e., ensuring that the knowledge gained is representative of the
population from which the sample was drawn). (p. 534)
In addition to knowledge and experience, it is necessary to note the importance of
participant availability, willingness, and ability to convey ideas that are articulate and
relevant to the topic (Palinkas et al., 2015). All teachers in this research study possessed
the knowledge and experience of working directly in a PLC during the course of this
study, as evident in the responses to the survey, interview, and observations. Regardless
of the data collection method (quantitative or qualitative), sampling methods “are
intended to maximize efficiency and validity,” and the sampling is consistent with the
“aims and assumptions inherent in the use of either method” (Palinkas et al., 2015, p.
534).
All teachers in both school settings were chosen to complete the PLCA–R. The
teachers are members of either the traditional high school setting or the ECHS setting.
The selection of teachers for the interviews was purposeful. Teachers selected for the
interviews were Algebra I teachers and have participated in a PLC as defined by their
school’s website. Creswell (2014) explained that a purposeful sample can best inform the
researcher about the research problem under examination. Multiple strategies of
validation are used to ensure that the data is accurate and insightful. The study also
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aimed, through its questions and methodology, to examine whether there was any
relationship between PLC collaborative practices and the results of the Algebra I Regents
in each of the high schools. The ECHS refers to a specific high school model created to
serve traditionally underrepresented students in higher education. Students enroll in dual
credit courses, most often beginning sophomore year. A traditional high school setting
refers to courses that offer students the high school credits and prepares students for the
basic state assessments that all students must acquire for New York State graduation.
Much of the research suggests that a traditional high school prepares only some students
for post-secondary education, as opposed to all students in an ECHS. High schools
designed to prepare all students for college success look dramatically different from those
that prepare only a portion of students. These high schools have certain key
characteristics. The most important, and perhaps the most often overlooked, is an
intellectually coherent program of study based on a curriculum that grows progressively
more challenging over the years (Harris et al,, 2010).
With over 26,000 students and 35 elementary and high schools, this urban school
district is considered a large urban district nestled between very affluent suburban towns.
There is also one alternative program for students serving extended out-of-school
suspensions. One GED program is available for students over the age of 17. According to
www.nysed.org, the school district used in this study is a large urban school district is in
Westchester County, New York and is considered one of the Big Five School Districts in
NY State. There has been an influx of international students within the last 5 years in the
county and specifically the district used in this study. The two high schools used in this
study both have open enrollment. Open enrollment refers to high schools having no entry
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criteria. Schools with open enrollment must enroll students regardless of academic or
disciplinary records.
For the past 6 years, the district has led various trainings and workshops to assist
with the implementation of the six dimensions associated with PLCs with varying
degrees of implementation fidelity to the actual model. For the purposes of this study, the
sample population chosen came from two high schools, an ECHS in the district and a
traditional high school model with identical demographics. Both high schools, although
different in structure and philosophy, are demographically identical. They serve the same
population of students, the majority being African American and Latino students from
low socioeconomic backgrounds. The student population in the ECHS and the traditional
high school is nearly identical (see Figures 5 and 6).
Figure 5
Student Demographics for Early College High School
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29%

AFRICAN AMERICAN

LATINO

17%

19%
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Figure 6
Student Demographics for Traditional High School
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25%
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The schools were approximately 4 miles apart. The ECHS was located in one of
the most affluent neighborhoods in the school district, yet serviced less than 15% of the
neighborhood. The majority of the students lived in the southern portion of the school
district, which is a lower socioeconomic area. Of students in the ECHS, 88% were
considered economically disadvantaged, compared to 94% of students in the traditional
high school. The district offers free lunch to all students. According to NYSED.org, New
York State maintains a School Report Card for all public schools. This data website
allows comparisons to be made between schools within the same district, as well as
between school districts.
Both schools are ideal for this study, as they have both undergone recent changes
in staff, administration, and funding for the 2018–2019 academic year, as per their
websites. The teachers and support staff who participated in this study have varying years
of experience. Teachers and support staff’s experiences within each school vary, as that is
the organization of each school’s faculty. Both buildings service students from the same
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low socioeconomic neighborhoods; some students share the same family, and both
schools receive funding from a NYS grant called Smart Scholars.
Both schools, because of a district-wide initiative, have regularly scheduled PLCs
that meet either daily or three times a week. As per the administration in both schools,
teachers and support staff are expected to meet and discuss various grade level or content
area concerns. Both schools place a heavy emphasis on standardized testing, especially
for black and Latino students in the content areas of Algebra I. Therefore, Algebra I, as
mentioned throughout this study, is key for this district and for the population it serves.
Both exams are necessary for graduation and are often used to determine a student’s
achievement and a school’s success. The academic ability of the student sample was
heterogeneous, since both schools offer open enrollment. There are no entrance criteria
for either building. Entry criteria is necessary for some high schools within this school
district, to balance student enrollment. The high schools selected for this study are open
to all students who reside within the district.
As analysis of the district documents affirmed, the curriculum and course
offerings for both high schools were identical. For equity and access, these were managed
by the school district. The Algebra I curriculum consisted of modules that were based on
NYS standards and divided into sections (see Appendix G). Each module was aligned to
NYS standards, and mastery of each module was needed to successfully complete the
next module. Students who did not earn a 65% or higher on the NYS Algebra I exam
were enrolled in a Modeling Algebra I course. This was a district-wide course offering.
This course offered academic support for students who needed to repeat the exam.
Students with an individualized education program could earn a grade of 55 as a passing
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score on NYS Regents exams; however, a NYS Regents diploma would not be issued.
Students with individualized education programs who chose to keep a 55 as a passing
score for each NYS Regents exam would earn a local diploma.
As this study progressed and evolved, the use of Algebra I data became more
critical. Although the intent was not to find causation between these test scores and the
presence of collaboration between teachers in a PLC, it was necessary to include this
information because the data did show a difference in scores between the two school
models. Although limited by a time factor, consistent with the mixed methods strategies,
I wanted to examine deeper into these differences. I found that students enrolled in the
ECHS model showed significant differences in scores, as indicated in Chapter 4.
Research shows that the enrollment and successful completion of Algebra I leads to
academic success throughout high school and post-secondary education. Adelman (2006)
and Aughinbaugh (2012) all concluded that students who master Algebra I in early
grades (such as Grade 9) experience a statistically significant increase in achievement in
mathematics in future courses.
The selection of schools and participants was purposeful. Both high schools had
identical demographics and scheduled PLC meetings. One added element of similarity is
that both schools received Smart Scholars funding for college link/dual credit courses.
The mission of the Smart Scholars program is to increase college access and attainment
by providing college courses, college and career development workshops, and
educational and college trips for students who are historically underrepresented in higher
education. A survey and signed consent form (see Appendix H) were required from each
participant. The consent form and survey were kept separate, which maintained the
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anonymity and confidentiality of each participant. While participation was afforded to all
teachers and support staff in both schools, 82 teachers and support staff combined from
both schools elected to participate; therefore, generalizations beyond these particular
teachers may not be possible.
The participants in this study totaled 82 teachers and support staff (i.e., guidance
counselors, school psychologist, social worker, community mental health partner; see
Figure 7) with years of experience, ranging from new (1–5 years) to veteran (over 15
years), serving in a large urban school district during the 2018–2019 school year.
Figure 7
Study Participants

Urban School District:
Early College High School and
Traditional High School

Algebra I Teacher: ECHS
Model (Interviewed)

Algebra I Teacher:
Traditional HS Model
(Interviewed)

82 Teachers/Support Staff
ECHS and Traditional
High School Model
(Surveyed)

Data examined from the two high schools are from the NYS Algebra I Regents, in
which 687 students were tested in the 2018–2019 school year. Data collected from the
PLCA–R were also used. These quantitative data were used to examine the perception of
teachers in an ECHS and in a traditional high school as these perceptions relate to PLCs,
and whether a relationship exists between PLC collaboration and the results of the
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Algebra I exam. An independent-samples t test was performed on the survey for ECHS
results and for traditional high school results. A one-way ANOVA was conducted for the
same data to analyze the various categories to determine the impact that each PLC
dimension had on student achievement. A bivariate Pearson correlation was performed to
determine whether there is a relationship between the perception of teachers in each of
the high schools as these perceptions relate to PLCs, and whether there was any
relationship between PLC collaboration and NYS Algebra I assessments. Results of these
tests are found in Chapter 4.
Conclusion
A quantitative research design that utilized a robust analytical design was used to
answer the research questions with a higher level of statistical confidence. Moreover, the
research design allowed for the possibility of shedding light on one or more of the PLC
themes that may be related to student achievement at a greater degree of statistical
significance. These findings may give educators additional information to assist in their
initiatives surrounding continuous and sustained improvement.
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CHAPTER 4
Results
The purpose of this study was to examine, qualitatively and quantitatively, the
perception of teachers in an ECHS and in a traditional high school as these perceptions
relate to PLCs. Second, the study aimed to examine, through its questions and
methodology, whether there was any relationship between PLC collaborative practices
and the results of the Algebra I Regents in each of the two high schools. Chapter 4
focuses on the analysis associated with each of the four research questions. This chapter
describes the qualitative analysis of teacher interviews and PLC observations and the
quantitative analysis of the numerical data that were generated by the PLCA–R and June
2019 NYS Algebra I Regents scores. I analyzed the triangulation of data to respond to the
following research questions:
RQ1: What is the level of engagement of teachers in a PLC, if any, in an urban
school district, as measured by PLCA–R, in each of the six dimensions:
o shared and supportive leadership
o shared vision and values
o collective learning and applications
o shared personal practice
o supportive conditions–relationships
o supportive conditions–structures (Olivier & Hipp, 2010)
H1:

There is a level of engagement in an ECHS as measured by the PLCA–R
in each of the six dimensions.
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H10:

There is no level of engagement in an ECHS as measured by the PLCA–R
in each of the six dimensions.

RQ2: Which teacher characteristics are related to having stronger PLC
engagement and which PLC domains are related?
H2:

There are teacher characteristics that are related to having stronger PLC
engagement.

H20:

There are no characteristics that are related to having stronger PLC
engagement.

RQ3: To what extent, if any, do teachers at this ECHS report engaging in PLCs
and do their attitudes towards PLCs differ from the traditional high
school?
H3:

Teachers at this ECHS do report engaging in PLCs and their attitudes
towards PLCs differ from the traditional high school.

H30:

Teachers at this ECHS do not report engaging in PLCs and their attitudes
towards PLCs do not differ from the traditional high school.

RQ4: What are the PLC processes and results evident, if any, in a traditional
high school and ECHS?
H4:

There are processes or results evident in each school model.

H40:

There are no processes or results evident in either school model.

This chapter provides general findings from the study, including (a) perceptions
of teacher leadership and collaboration among respondents as described in the PLCA–R
(Olivier & Hipp, 2010), (b) discussion of the themes that emerged from interviews and
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PLC observations, and (c) quantitative data based on the PLCA–R and how this data may
have had an impact on NYS Algebra I Regents data.
Phase One: Qualitative Data Analysis
Research Question 1
What is the level of engagement of teachers in a PLC, if any, in an urban school
district, as measured by the PLCA–R, in each of the six dimensions:
•

shared and supportive leadership

•

shared vision and values

•

collective learning and applications

•

shared personal practice

•

supportive conditions–relationships

•

supportive conditions–structures (Olivier & Hipp, 2010)

Research Question 1 aimed to measure the level of engagement of teachers in a
PLC, if any, within an ECHS, as measured by the PLCA–R in each of the six dimensions.
Data was collected from teacher interviews and PLC observations of both school models,
and, as Creswell (2014) recommends, a transcript check was done to ensure there were no
errors made during transcription (p. 201). Transcripts were then analyzed for themes that
correlate with the six dimensions of a PLC. Thematic analysis refers to the “method of
identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (or themes) within data” (Bree & Gallagher,
2016, p. 14).
In a response to Research Question 1, teachers expressed there was a “network of
support” between content areas in an ECHS school. When given the opportunity to
collaborate, ECHS teachers’ collective voices were synthesized in this statement:
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One of the things I loved while working in a PLC is that in the past I
wasn’t able to collaborate with other content areas. It’s interesting to learn
how some students interact with one teacher in a content area and the
same student can behave differently in another class. We then develop,
with the support of a guidance counselor or administrator, a plan that may
work for each student. Teachers share strengths with each other through
teacher-led professional development. It’s given me an opportunity to
speak to teachers outside my content area and to develop relationships
among teachers. (ECHS Teacher, personal communication, November,
2019; Code: CLA, SC–R, SPP)
Three themes are evident here that correspond with the six dimensions of a PLC. They
are: collective learning and application (CLA), supportive conditions–relationships (SC–
R), and shared personal practice (SPP). These themes collectively embody practices
where teachers and support staff share key information about students, work
collaboratively to support the whole student, and provide feedback towards a plan to
solve problems and improve learning opportunities. Teachers and support staff observe
one another to provide feedback that is constructive and used to improve instructional
practice. Olivier and Hipp (2010) conceptualized CLA as:
•

seeking new knowledge, strategies and apply new learning in the classroom,

•

having collegial relationships, and

•

committed to school improvement.

This is evident in daily school activities such as:
•

establishing and implementing work-based learning,
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•

focusing staff meetings on professional growth, and

•

dedicated time for peer observations. (p. 139–140)

Teachers in ECHSs engage in professional development during monthly staff meetings.
Monthly reminders for staff are distributed in an email or a staff memorandum. This
allows for the monthly faculty meeting to be used as professional growth rather than a
review of policies or procedures. Teachers collaborate to analyze the needs of their
department, grade level, and classes as they meet with support staff or administration.
Furthermore, Olivier and Hipp (2010) emphasized PLCs must have an
organizational culture rich with trust and respect. This includes trust among staff,
students, and school administration. Examples of supportive conditions–relationships
(SC–R) would be candid and respectful conversations, transparency, and confronting
challenges to seek solutions rather than avoiding them (Burde, 2016). In PLCs, the
responsibility for student achievement is a shared endeavor (Burde, 2016). Members of
the PLC use shared personal practice (SPP) as a measure to “evaluate and when
necessary, adjust teaching for higher levels of student learning” (Burde, 2016, p. 24).
On the contrary, teaching in the traditional high school model is best summarized
by this statement:
It has not been brought up in any meeting that we should work with other
content areas. At our monthly meetings, it is not discussed that we should
work with other content. There doesn’t seem to be a connection between
the content areas. We talk about teaching styles: memorization of facts
using index cards. I adapt teaching styles when we discuss them as a
department. The challenges are that students will rely heavily on reading
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and writing to answer questions and meeting with other content areas
would be helpful. (Traditional Teacher, personal communication,
November, 2019)
This statement reveals a lack of support and collaboration among teachers and support
staff. The culture of collaboration is lacking, as teachers work only with their
own content area and there is little to no interaction between content areas. It is also
reported that the traditional high school model has scheduled PLCs for some teachers
three times a week. Support staff (e.g., guidance counselors, psychologists) are not
scheduled to be a part of this meeting, nor are they, according to the teachers
participating in the PLC observed, encouraged to attend. Teachers in the traditional high
school model reported that “the schedule causes a problem, we are not meeting together”
in reference to any form of collaboration. This is evident of a lack of three dimensions:
collective learning and application (CLA), supportive conditions–relationships (SC–R)
and shared personal practice (SPP).
Research Question 2
Which teacher characteristics are related to having stronger PLC engagement and
which PLC domains are related?
The most notable difference in teacher and support staff perception is in the
supportive conditions–relationships (SC–R) dimension. The results show a significant
difference in responses among teachers and support staff in the traditional high school.
This is evident in the interview with a traditional high school teacher:
The school feels we are more integrated than we are. They invite us to
PTSA and contact with guidance, admins, and families. I don’t think they
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functionally see how this actually operates. Some departments are more
cohesive and some are more independent. If numbers go up, then we are
doing something right. I would like more meetings and hearing more
results and more goals. (Traditional Teacher, personal communication,
November, 2019)
Figure 8 shows notes that were taken during an ECHS field observation that
illustrate the six dimensions of a PLC. This figure serves to highlight and paraphrase
quotations to answer Research Question 2.
Figure 8
ECHS PLC Field Notes 1
Length of Activity: 42 minutes
Date/Location: Fall, 2019/Classroom
Participants:
10 Grade 9 teachers
1 Guidance Counselor
1 Social Worker from a community agency
The teachers had a list of 15 students.
Each student was discussed. For
confidentiality reasons, names were not
used while the researcher was present.
However, it was shared that normally
names of students are shared. Teachers
and guidance grouped issues discussed
by the group into two categories:
academic support and attendance. Some
of the issues discussed were: aggressive
behavior among select students in a
class, possible substance abuse and the
need for guidance intervention and
changes in family dynamics.

O.C.: It is clear that this practice is the
norm for this PLC. All participants were
on time and ready to contribute. Guidance
was prepared with supporting documents.
Ideas were shared and past practices were
discussed that may have been successful
and will be implemented again.
Staff chose to use the same practices for
the students to allow the monitoring of
academics and attendance for these
students more manageable.
Examples of dimensions include:
-open communication and systems for
support
-working collectively to solve problems
-shared practices and strategies

Code:
SSL
SVV
CLA
SC–R
SC–S
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There was a clear purpose and cohesive structure that allowed all members to participate
and share. Teachers were prepared to discuss the academics and behavior of specific
students. By doing so, teachers demonstrated they are not only working towards
improving academics, but are very much concerned about the student’s socio-emotional
well-being. The teachers met with a guidance counselor, who offered strategies to support
students in the classroom and agreed to reach out to parents to discuss possible issues
further.
Referring back to Chapter 2, Gloria Ladson-Billings said, “[a] pedagogy that
empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally and politically by using cultural
and historical references to convey knowledge, to impart skills and to change attitude”
support the whole child (Hollie, 2012). This section further supports the work of Stiggins
and DuFour (2009) and Dove and Honigsfeld (2010), who recommended that
collaborative teams of teachers create common assessments and identify weakness in his
or her teachers and create a forum for teachers to learn from one another. This section is
parallel with Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD. The procedure observed and the conclusions made
by the participants are evident of an effective PLC. Teachers and support staff meet
regularly, following a procedure and using their own personal expertise to support
student learning and growth.
Research Question 3
To what extent, if any, do teachers at this ECHS report engaging in PLCs and do
their attitudes towards PLCs differ from the traditional high school?
For Research Question 3, I relied on qualitative data from teacher interviews and
PLC observations in both school models. The first question asked was, “How do you
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define a professional learning community (PLC)?” The teachers participating in
interviews had the same years of experience and had both worked in multiple school
settings. According to respondents, the definition of a PLC varied, and the responses
revealed a major difference. The ECHS teacher stated, “My feeling of a PLC is an area
where teachers collaborate on their shared ideas, same content areas, ideally share
projects, pacing is appropriate so that we can be successful” (ECHS Teacher, personal
communication, November, 2019; Code: CLA). On the contrary, the teacher at the
traditional high school gave a similar definition, but also expressed the lack of PLCs in
her school:
I define [PLC] as a group of individuals that meet and are dedicated to
providing a course of action for their students to either address whatever
component is lacking for the student. This is either academic, social,
assessments, remediation. Our math department is structured in
department meetings. That’s not horizontal. We don’t meet with other
algebra teachers. (Traditional Teacher, personal communication,
November, 2019)
Both quotes reflect stark differences. I extended the conversation by asking, “How does
your school define a PLC and/or norms of behavior in a PLC?” Once again, the teachers
had very different responses:
My experience has been grade level teams, last year I have done Grade 10 but not
same subject area. We collaborate on parent contact, projects, help students with
achievements, to match trends in behavior, we establish norms, we meet daily.
Days of the week are arranged. Each day is designated for an activity. Sometimes
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we wouldn’t have enough on one content area, so we pair up similar content
areas. (ECHS Teacher, personal communication, November, 2019; Code: SPP,
SC–S)
I would like to know what should I focus on for the next year, when
students come to me. I would like to meet twice a month with an AP, guidance,
outside subject area as needed. I would like to know how students are doing in
other classes. I don’t have that interaction. The schedule also causes a
problem, we are not meeting together. I sit with ENL teachers and they are willing
to support us, but it’s difficult to find the time. (Traditional Teacher, personal
communication, November, 2019)
Both quotes support the quantitative data in Tables 7 and 9. The vocabulary the ECHS
teacher used, terms like “collaborate,” “establish norms,” and “designated activity,” all
support the six dimensions of a PLC. Teachers are given the opportunity to collaborate,
meet with others across content areas, and set goals for the week. The PLC foundation, as
discussed in Chapter 2, guides day-to-day decisions for every existing process, procedure,
or practice. Teachers and support staff ask: is this consistent with our purpose?
Furthermore, the teacher in the traditional high school explained:
Working with other math teachers hasn’t helped. I know they are math, grade
levels but I don’t think we work with one another. We only meet twice a month to
discuss basic information from the district. We don’t have enough time devoted to
any issue or topics. It’s very sparse. We don’t meet at all unless we choose to
meet on our own. We look at department data but then our individual teaching is
changing not us as department. We assemble as a department but we address it
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individually. It’s because of time and because we know our kids. (Traditional
Teacher, personal communication, November, 2019)
This lack of communication and collaboration is evident. A PLC is a time of the day that
is scheduled, which gives teachers a common time to meet and discuss concerns as they
arise. As discussed in Chapter 2, DuFour and DuFour (2012) and Eaker et al. (2002)
indicated that changes abound in PLCs when compared to traditional approaches.
PLCs empower the faculty and administration to “work collectively to provide
quality instruction and improve student learning” (Intel Education K–12 Blueprint, 2014).
The model gives schools a framework to form “high-performing, collaborative teams of
teachers that are all united toward the empowerment of student learning” (Intel Education
K–12 Blueprint, 2014). The ECHS PLC observed for this research study met daily at
11:00 am, and was for Grade 9. The time had been designated by the principal, as it was
the common lunchtime for all Grade 9 students, and their teachers were given this time as
their administrative period. There were three teacher teams during this time all serving
Grade 9. They were general education/resource teachers (teachers assigned to small
groups of students who receive academic special education services), self-contained
special education teachers, and an ENL teacher team. Teacher years of experience ranged
from 4 to 23 years. Teachers met in their teams Monday through Thursday, and on
Fridays they came together for teacher-led professional development. Teachers in Grade
10 also met daily, and their years of teaching experience ranged from 10 to over 30 years.
The final teacher team was for autism. There were six autism classes in the ECHS for the
2018–2019 school year. Teachers met daily with the occupational and physical therapists,
speech pathologists, school psychologist, or social worker assigned to these classes.
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Teachers in all ECHS teams followed the same protocol during their PLC. The goal of
each session followed the matrix in Figure 9.
Figure 9
PLC Procedure Matrix

What do
students
need to
learn?
Collective
Inquiry: Turn
insights into
action.

Give common
assessmentsA
nalyze
results.

Create a SMART
goal, action
plan, assessment

Teach: Check for
understanding along
the way. Report
back to the group
with successes
and challenges.

Teachers and support staff approached each meeting with the following goals:
•

Determine what students need to learn.

•

Create a SMART goal, action plan, and/or assessment.

•

Teach: check for understanding along the way. Report back to the group with
success and challenges.

•

Give common assessments and analyze results.

•

Collective inquiry: turn insights into action

This procedure is followed daily, and data is analyzed weekly. Teachers are expected to
contribute to every meeting. Teachers are expected to leave each meeting with additional
strategies or tools to support students.
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For this mixed study, the Grade 9 general education/resource team was observed
(see Figure 10). This sample of teachers represents general education, ENL, and special
education. All team members taught Grade 9 and had been a part of this routine for the
previous 4 years.
Figure 10
ECHS PLC Field Notes 2
ECHS PLC Observation (35 minutes)
Length of Activity: 42 minutes
Date/Location: Fall, 2019/Classroom
Participants:
10 Grade 9 teachers
1 Guidance Counselor
1 Social Worker from a community agency
The teachers had a list of 15
students. Each student was
discussed. For confidentiality
reasons, names were not used
while I was present. However, it
was shared that normally names
of students are shared. Teachers
and guidance grouped issues
discussed by the group into two
categories: academic support
and attendance.

O.C.: It is clear that this practice is the norm for
this PLC. All participants were on time and ready
to contribute. Guidance was prepared with
supporting documents. Ideas were shared and past
practices were discussed that may have been
successful and will be implemented again.
Staff chose to use the same practices for the
students to allow the monitoring of academics and
attendance for these students more manageable.

The meeting ended with a
follow-up to the decisions that
were made. Student plans were
in place. Students with
attendance concerns were to be
given attendance sheets that had
to be signed daily, each period
by the classroom teacher. The
form should also be signed by
the parent and then returned to
the guidance counselor for
review. Teachers also offered
one of the PLC sessions per
week to work on literacy skills
for identified students.

O.C.: Teachers and support staff not only identified
a “problem” but also created a plan to respond to
students and support them. The plan is across
content areas. All teachers will complete the
attendance sheets, all teachers will plan and
implement intervention lessons that will support the
students.

Code:
SSL
SVV
CLA
SPP
SC–R
SC–S
Code:
SVV
CLA
SPP
SC–R
SC–S
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Based on the literature and Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD, the procedure observed and
the conclusions made by the participants are evident of an effective PLC. Social
interaction plays an important role in learning (Blake & Pope, 2008). Vygotsky’s work
on the ZPD stated that proficiency is attained when learners are guided by a more capable
peer (Blake & Pope, 2008). A more capable person, such as a teacher or peer,
provides assistance to the student; the student is able to complete the task with this
assistance (Blake & Pope, 2008). A key component of a PLC is that people learn by
observing and modeling. In a PLC, people have the opportunity to engage in cooperative
learning. Additionally, Vygotsky’s theories of development propose that learning is a
social process, aided by people who are more capable; that is, teachers and support staff
meeting regularly, following a procedure, and using their own personal expertise to
support student learning and growth. I used the results of observations in both high
school settings to assist with investigating whether teacher attitude differed after
engaging in a PLC in an ECHS setting (see Figures 8 and 10) as opposed to that of a
traditional model (see Figures 11 and 12).
Both PLC observations show stark differences. Topics were random in the first
PLC at the traditional high school. The topic in the first PLC was chosen based on one
teacher’s latest training. Although the teachers were trying to remain current, there was
no coherent plan as to how to assess and respond to those needs. Why was this topic
chosen? What led up to this topic of discussion? How will this benefit students? How will
this topic be implemented in daily teacher practice? What follow-up exercises should the
teachers engage to learn more about this topic?
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Figure 11
Traditional High School PLC Session 1
Traditional High School PLC 1 Observation (35 minutes)
Length of Activity: 42 minutes
Date/Location: Fall, 2019/Classroom
Participants:
10 Grade 9 teachers
Descriptive Notes
The teachers shared ideas for
the entire session. They
discussed how to change the
way they spoke to children.
They chose to brainstorm more
positive phrases for how to
address behaviors in class.
The meeting ended with a
teacher collecting all the
worksheets.

Reflective Notes
O.C.: The teachers seem prepared to meet.
However, it was unclear why this PD was
necessary. They discussed ways to speak to
students. Was this planned because there has
been a change in behavior among the
students? Are there issues with how teachers
are responding to students? The goal of this
PD was unclear.
O.C.: The teachers ended this meeting
abruptly because the period was ending. The
teachers brainstormed ideas, but there was no
evidence of a true goal/purpose, no
action plan, no way of measuring if this plan
would work and no plan for follow-up.
Teachers explained the guidance counselor is
part-time and does not meet with the team,
even on days that she is present in the
building.
Why was this PD planned? How would this
support the overall students in this grade
level? What does growth/fixed mindset look
across content areas?

PLC Dimensions
No evidence of
PLC dimensions

No evidence of
PLC dimensions
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Figure 12
Traditional High School PLC Session 2
Traditional High School PLC 2 Observation (35 minutes)
Length of Activity: 42 minutes
Date/Location: Fall, 2019/Classroom
Participants:
3 Teachers, Grade 10, 11
1 English Teacher, 2 Global Studies Teachers
Descriptive Notes
Reflective Notes
The English teacher in the
O.C.: The teachers appeared to support one
group agreed to support Global another; however, after review of the notes it
Studies by reading excerpts for is evident that teachers had a goal (pass the
Global Studies-related
Regents) and they were trying to do what
materials and offered to work
they can to “get their kids through.” They
on the writing process. The
explained this was necessary to improve
Global Studies teacher
graduation rates. Teachers, although they
explained he would only focus offered to support one another, appeared to
on one type of writing because be working in isolation: one will work on the
that is all that was necessary to writing instead of learning how to apply
pass the Regents.
reading and writing skills across content
areas.
Questions: Why are the teachers focused on
one part of the exam?
Why are English teachers focused on
writing?
What will Global teachers work on?
Where is the data from this mock Regents?
Why are there only three teachers present in
this meeting?
Guidance counselor?

PLC Dimensions
No evidence of
PLC dimensions

As indicated by the participants, this topic was chosen because one teacher attended a
workshop and wanted to turnkey the information. Why? What will the result be? What is
the objective of the workshop/meeting?
Social constructivism theory is largely based on the work of Lev Vygotsky, who
stated that learning is centered on social interactions and cooperative learning to create
deeper understanding (Gredler, 2009). Social interaction plays an important role in
learning (Blake & Pope, 2008). Vygotsky’s work on the ZPD stated that proficiency is
attained when learners are guided by a more capable peer (Blake & Pope,
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2008). Vygotsky’s central topic was the ZPD, which uses social interaction with more
knowledgeable peers to move development forward (Blake & Pope, 2008). A more
capable person, such as a teacher or peer, provides assistance to the student; the student is
able to complete the task with this assistance (Blake & Pope, 2008).
A key component of a PLC is that people learn by observing and modeling. In a
PLC, people have the opportunity to engage in cooperative learning. Vygotsky’s (1978)
ZPD emphasizes peer collaboration and proposes that people are motivated to learn when
encouraged and supported (Blake & Pope, 2008). In ZPD, people work together on
various tasks that one person could not otherwise perform alone.
Additionally, Vygotsky’s (1978) theories of development propose that learning is a social
process, aided by people who are more capable. His concept of ZPD can be used to
describe the interactions between people (Blake & Pope, 2008). This theory is evident in
the following quote from an ECHS teacher who described collaboration among teachers:
[PLCs] have contributed to some differences in my teaching. Meeting with
English and history teachers has helped me with reading and writing: literacy in
my Algebra I class. I feel I was able to grow as a professional. I learned so much
for other content areas on how to improve my own pedagogy. (ECHS Teacher,
personal communication, November, 2019)
Vygotsky (1978) argued that social interactions transform learning experiences. Teachers
acquire knowledge over time while collaborating with others. They collaborate to help
others improve their own learning and, in doing so, develop themselves professionally.
Research shows that the term “professional learning community” has been used in
education to represent various groups of teachers who are assembled together for
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different reasons. Teachers sharing the same planning space, possibly same grade level or
content, are scheduled together and are expected to plan together:
PLCs are arranged to allow teachers to decide what areas of their professional
development they want to focus on. The PD is led by teachers and support staff,
who have knowledge and experiences that can benefit or improve our own
pedagogy. (ECHS Teacher, personal communication, November, 2019)
The groups tend to focus on organization tasks or coordinating schedules for a project
(Hord, 2008). Even when attending training, teachers focus on their skills and abilities
rather than the outcomes: student achievement, student growth (Angelle & Teague,
2011). A shift in the paradigm of learning communities has led to models of PLCs that
move beyond professional development and managerial tasks to opportunities for
intentional learning, preparing them to enable students to reach high standards.
Research Question 4
What are the PLC processes and results evident, if any, in a traditional high
school and ECHS?
To investigate Research Question 4, I relied on observations from both PLC
models and survey results of the PLCA–R. Based on the observations of both high school
models and the interviews of teachers within these schools, I can conclude that there is no
evidence of a PLC in the traditional high school, and that the ECHS has dimensions that
range beyond scheduled PLC groups. Teachers in the ECHS model discuss concerns and
successes across content areas and welcome the support of guidance counselors. There is
an agenda for the week and it is divided with a goal for each day that is determined by the
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group. The years of experience among teachers varies, and all are working together to
achieve the goals of the week. This is evidenced by the following quote:
We then develop, with the support of a guidance counselor or administrator
[emphasis added], a plan that may work for each student. Teachers share
strengths [emphasis added] with each other through teacher-led professional
development [emphasis added]. It’s given me an opportunity to speak to teachers
outside my content area and to develop relationships among teachers. (ECHS
Teacher, personal communication, November, 2019; Code: CLA, SPP, SVV, SCR)
This one quote encompasses:
•

shared values and vision

•

collective learning and application

•

shared personal practice

•

supportive conditions–relationships & structures

Teachers are supported, given a voice, and learn from one another. Key terms such as
“support,” “share strengths,” and “teacher-led professional development” are evidence of
shared values, collective learning, shared personal practice, and supportive conditions.
They are not working alone, but towards a common goal that benefits all students. The
teachers observed and interviewed in the traditional high school believed:
The school feels we are more integrated than we are. They invite us to PTSA and
ask us to contact guidance, admins, and families with issues. I don’t think they
functionally see how this actually operates. Some departments are more cohesive
and some are more independent. If numbers go up, then we are doing something
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right. ... People do not have a specific, defined role. They may have, but I don’t
see it. (Traditional Teacher, personal communication, November, 2019)
Out of 60 staff members, 13 are assigned a PLC in the traditional high school. In every
category, the teachers rated their experiences much lower than that of the ECHS. A
dataset consisting of 82 teachers and support staff and the assessment data of 687
students were analyzed to answer the four research questions. For the first question, an
ANOVA analysis and independent-samples t test show the sample’s ECHS and
traditional high school had statistically significant differences in each of the six PLC
dimensions.
Phase Two: Quantitative Data Analysis
It is imperative that the data collected from these approaches is triangulated and
analyzed in a professional, unbiased, and thorough manner, contributing to ensuring the
results and findings are valid and reliable (Bree & Gallagher, 2016).
Research Question 1
For Research Question 1, both quantitative and qualitative data were collected. In
order to investigate the hypothesis, a series of descriptive statistics was computed for
each dimension as presented in Table 6. The one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
used to determine whether there are any statistically significant differences between the
means of two or more independent (unrelated) groups.
In this analysis, the independent variable was the school building and the
dependent variable was the schools’ mean scale score between 1.00 and 4.00. Table 6
shows the means and standard deviations for each of the six dimensions in each of the
school buildings (i.e., ECHS and traditional high school).
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Table 6
Means and Standard Deviations of the PLCA–R Six Dimensions
Dimension
Shared personal practice

Group
Traditional
ECHS

N
27
55

M
2.89
3.13

Mdn
2.71
3.00

SD
0.360
0.556

SE
0.0692
0.0749

Shared and supportive leadership

Traditional
ECHS

27
55

2.81
3.22

2.82
3.18

0.351
0.474

0.0676
0.0639

Shared vision and values

Traditional
ECHS

27
55

2.84
3.15

2.89
3.00

0.332
0.439

0.0639
0.0592

Collective learning and applications Traditional
ECHS

27
55

2.97
3.20

3.00
3.00

0.372
0.426

0.0715
0.0574

Supportive conditions–relationships Traditional
ECHS

27
55

3.00
3.23

3.00
3.20

0.866
0.431

0.1668
0.0581

Supportive conditions–structures

27
55

2.67
2.97

2.70
2.90

0.288
0.519

0.0554
0.0700

Traditional
ECHS

The dependent variables are the six dimensions that create the PLCs. Table 6 summarizes
the descriptive statistics for teachers in each high school model. Similar to patterns found
in high schools discussed in Chapter 2, the teachers and support staff in the ECHS model
reported higher levels of engagement as a result of the PLCA–R. On all dimensions listed
in Table 6, the mean is significantly higher than those of the traditional high school
model. An overwhelming number of ECHS teachers and support staff reported “strongly
agree” to statements listed under each dimension.
Dimension 1: Shared and Supportive Leadership
There was a significant difference in the shared and supportive leadership scores
for the ECHS (M = 3.22, SD = 0.47) and the traditional high school (M = 2.81, SD =
0.35) conditions, t(80) = −4.032, p = .02. These results suggest that a shared and
supportive leadership dimension is evident in an ECHS. Specifically, my results suggest
that when teachers/support staff are given time to communicate, a sense of shared and
supportive leadership is evident.
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Dimension 2: Shared Vision and Values
There was a significant difference in the shared vision and values scores for the
ECHS (M = 3.15, SD = 0.44) and the traditional high school (M = 2.84, SD = 0.33)
conditions, t(80) = −3.155, p = .002. These results suggest that a shared vision and
values dimension is evident in an ECHS. Specifically, my results suggest that when
teachers/support staff are given time to communicate, a sense of shared vision and values
is evident.
Dimension 3: Collective Learning and Application
There was a significant difference in the collective learning and application scores
for the ECHS (M = 3.20, SD = 0.43) and the traditional high school (M = 2.97, SD =
0.37) conditions, t(80) = −2.355, p = .021. These results suggest that a collective learning
and application dimension is evident in an ECHS. Specifically, my results suggest that
when teachers/support staff are given time to communicate, a sense of collective learning
and application is evident.
Dimension 4: Shared Personal Practice
There was a significant difference in the shared personal practice scores for the
ECHS (M = 3.23, SD = 0.43) and the traditional high school (M = 3.00, SD = 0.87)
conditions, t(80) = −1.604, p = .113. These results suggest that a shared personal practice
dimension is evident in an ECHS. Specifically, my results suggest that when
teachers/support staff are given time to communicate, a sense of shared personal practice
is evident.
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Dimension 5: Supportive Conditions–Relationships
There was a significant difference in the scores for the ECHS in the area of
supportive conditions–relationships (M = 3.23, SD = 0.43) and the traditional high school
(M = 3.00, SD = 0.87) conditions, t(80) = −1.604, p = .113. These results suggest that a
supportive conditions–relationships dimension is evident in an ECHS. Specifically, our
results suggest that when teachers/support staff are given time to communicate, a sense of
supportive conditions–relationships is evident.
Dimension 6: Supportive Conditions–Structures
There was a significant difference in the supportive conditions–structures scores
for the ECHS (M = 2.97, SD = 0.52) and the traditional high school (M = 2.67, SD =
0.29) conditions, t(80) = −2.737, p = .008. These results suggest that a supportive
conditions–structures dimension is evident in an ECHS. Specifically, my results suggest
that when teachers/support staff are given time to communicate, a sense of supportive
conditions–structures is evident.
It can be seen in Table 6 that there are significant differences on all scales. The
largest difference of all dimensions is in Shared and Supportive Leadership. Cohen’s d is
defined as the difference between two means divided by a standard deviation for the data.
For example, Cohen gives the following guidelines for social sciences (see Table 7).
Table 7
Cohen’s d
Effect size
Small
Medium
Large

r
.10
.30
.50
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According to Table 6, even though supportive conditions–relationships has the lowest
effect size, there is still a significant difference. The purpose of this question was to
determine whether there is a level of engagement in an ECHS as measured by the PLCA–
R in each of the six dimensions. According to the literature, Burde (2016), DuFour
(2004), DuFour and DuFour (2012), Hord (1998), Norris (2007), Olivier and Hipp
(2010), and Stiggins and DuFour (2009) all concluded that there is evidence to support
this hypothesis. It is apparent, based on this study, that the six dimensions of a PLC are
evident in the ECHS. There was a significant difference in the overall scores between
both school models in each of the six PLC dimensions.
Research Question 2
Which teacher characteristics are related to having stronger PLC engagement and
which PLC domains are related?
A correlation matrix is a table showing correlation coefficients between variables.
Each cell in the table shows the correlation between two variables. A correlation
matrix (see Table 8) was used to summarize data as an input into a more advanced
analysis, and as a diagnostic for advanced analyses. This method was used to answer
Research Question 2.
Table 8
Correlation Matrix
1. sharepractice
2. ShareLead
3. sharevalue
4. collearn
5. suprel
6. supstruct
7. School

1
—
.36**
.56**
.49**
.23
.50**
.22*

2

3

4

5

6

7

—
.68**
.63**
.45**
.57**
.41**

—
.78**
.51**
.70**
.33**

—
.41**
.71**
.26*

—
.39**
.18

—
.29**

—
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Teachers and support staff in the ECHS responded affirmatively to six dimensions of a
PLC. Participants rated the six dimensions higher, as evident in Table 8. Correlational
analyses were used to determine which teacher characteristics are related to having
stronger PLC engagement.
Research Question 3
To what extent, if any, do teachers at this ECHS report engaging in PLCs and do
their attitudes towards PLCs differ from the traditional high school?
Algebra I scores were chosen for this research study (see Figure 13). Algebra I is
currently a required course and exam needed for graduation. It is also the benchmark that
is used to determine whether a student is to move on to the next level of math. A student
who fails Algebra I moves on to Modeling Algebra and Geometry, which is used to
prepare students for the January NYS Regents exam in Algebra I. If a student passes the
January exam, then the course shifts and focuses on Geometry for the Geometry Regents
exam in June. The concern becomes that not all students are successful in January; those
who are have less than 6 months to prepare for the Geometry exam in June. Teachers, as
evident in the quote above, are not necessarily equipped to differentiate their course to
meet the various needs and goals of students. Crawley (2018), Adelman
(2006), Aughinbaugh (2012), and Rose and Betts (2004) all explained the detrimental
effects of failing and/or earning a low score in Algebra I, how it will affect
a student’s opportunity to complete higher level math courses, and how this may affect
their college acceptance and possibly earnings post-graduation.
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Figure 13
Algebra I Scale Scores for ECHS and Traditional High School Model

Therefore, it can be concluded that the difference in scores on the Algebra I
Regents in the ECHS is significantly higher than that of the traditional high school.
Figure 13 further confirms the research of Hord (2008), Marzano (2003), Graham (2007),
DuFour (2004), and Rose and Betts (2004). They concluded that there can be a
significant difference in student performance and/or outcomes on assessments when
teachers are engaged in ongoing teacher-led professional development and continuous
planning in the form of PLCs. The students in the ECHS model—whose teachers are
routinely involved in PLCs, as evident by teacher interviews, PLC observations, and
survey results—scored higher, as indicated in Figure 13, than those in the traditional high
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school. It can be concluded that the results indicated in Figure 13 may be a result of
teacher and support staff participation in PLCs in both schools.
A boxplot is a standardized way of displaying the dataset based on a five-number
summary: the minimum, the maximum, the sample median, and the first and third
quartiles. A boxplot is constructed of two parts, a box and a set of whiskers shown. The
lowest point is the minimum of the data set, and the highest point is the maximum of the
data set. The box is drawn from Q1 to Q3 with a horizontal line drawn in the middle to
denote the median. A box and whisker plot (see Figure 14) analysis was used to display
the variation in this data set. Based on this result, there are obvious differences. Teachers
and support staff in the traditional high school and ECHS gave their schools significantly
different ratings. Teachers and support staff who have planning time built into their
schedule rated their schools higher in all six PLC dimensions.
The most notable difference in teacher and support staff results is for the
supportive conditions–relationships dimension. The results show a significant difference
in responses among teachers and support staff in the traditional high school. Out of a staff
of over 80 faculty members in the ECHS, 55 teachers and support staff responded to the
survey. Of the total number staff, 24 teachers were assigned a PLC within the school day.
As seen in Figure 14, an overwhelming number of responses support shared learning,
practice, collaboration, and vision.
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Figure 14
Box and Whiskers Plot Depicting Survey Results of Both High School Models
Shared and supportive
leadership

Shared vision and values

Collective learning and
applications

Shared personal practice

Supportive conditions–
relationships

Supportive conditions–
structures

Conclusion
The overall summary of findings on PLCs and their impact on student
achievement supports the ECHS model. All ECHS participants within this study
confirmed that the structures of a PLC, when they are aligned with the mission of an
ECHS, have a significantly greater impact on student achievement compared to a
traditional high school model.
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When comparing teacher participation in both school models using teacher
interviews, PLC observations, document analysis of Algebra I according to the NYS
Education Department, and the 2018–2019 Algebra I NYS Regents scores, it is evident
that there is a significant difference between the two high school models. Both interviews
were conducted with Algebra I teachers who had the same number of years of teaching
experience. Both teachers were career changers and chose to work in this particular
school district. The ECHS teacher repeatedly indicated the support she received from
colleagues (i.e., teachers, support staff) and clear expectations from administration as a
result of participating in daily PLC meetings. This is contrary to the comments made by
the teacher in the traditional high school, who repeatedly expressed isolation and a lack
of guidance from administrators and her department. After reviewing NYS Regents
scores in Algebra I for both schools, a significant difference in student achievement
became apparent. Although the same number of students received a passing score in both
schools, the students in the ECHS performed at or above mastery. As discussed in the
literature review, Rose and Betts (2004), Crawley (2018), and Gaertner et al. (2014) all
discussed the importance of completing Algebra I successfully (at or above mastery) in
order to be prepared for courses such as Algebra II and Calculus. These courses prepare
students for rigorous math courses needed for college and career.
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CHAPTER 5
Discussion
The purpose of Chapter 5 is to present findings and recommendations to the
leadership, practitioner, and for researchers for consideration, replication, and possible
implementation. This chapter also discusses future research based on the results of this
mixed study. The chapter begins with an overview and discussion of the implications for
each of the major findings. The relationship between results, theoretical framework or
collective trust formation, and literature review will follow. This section provides a
summary that includes the purpose of the study, the research questions, a description of
the subjects, materials and procedures, a synthesis of the findings, and an implication for
future study. This mixed study was conducted to investigate the impact of teacher
collaboration in an ECHS and a traditional high school as it relates to student
achievement and other factors among high school students. The following research
questions were addressed:
RQ1: What is the level of engagement of teachers in a PLC, if any, in an urban
school district, as measured by PLCA–R, in each of the six dimensions:
o shared and supportive leadership
o shared vision and values
o collective learning and applications
o shared personal practice
o supportive conditions–relationships
o supportive conditions–structures (Olivier & Hipp, 2010)
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RQ2: Which teacher characteristics are related to having stronger PLC
engagement and which PLC domains are related?
RQ3: To what extent, if any, do teachers at this ECHS report engaging in PLCs
and do their attitudes towards PLCs differ from the traditional high
school?
RQ4: What are the PLC processes and results evident, if any, in a traditional
high school and ECHS?
Interpretation of Results
The research questions examined the impact of teacher collaboration in an ECHS
and a traditional high school as it relates to student achievement and on other factors
among high school students and on other factors that distinguish an ECHS from a
traditional high school.
Conclusions Related to Research Question 1
What is the level of engagement of teachers in a PLC, if any, in an urban school
district, as measured by PLCA–R, in each of the six dimensions:
•

shared and supportive leadership

•

shared vision and values

•

collective learning and applications

•

shared personal practice

•

supportive conditions–relationships

•

supportive conditions–structures (Olivier & Hipp, 2010)

Research Question 1 examined whether there was a statistically significant
difference in the level of PLC implementation across a sample of two high schools.
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ANOVA and an independent-samples t test were used to analyze the data, and the results
indicated statistically significant differences for each of the six PLC dimensions. The
NYS Regents scores in Algebra I indicated that students in an ECHS have a higher
passing rate and higher rate of earning mastery. The teacher interviews from the ECHS
model, combined with the survey from that school, indicated a higher level of
collaboration among staff. It can be concluded that the more teachers are meeting with
focused goals (i.e., student achievement and teacher professional development), the
greater the students’ success. The results concluded for Research Question 1 support the
theory shared by Olivier et al. (2009), Wells and Keane (2008), Munoz (2011), Hord
(1997), and DuFour (2007) that teachers meeting need a common goal, a structure that is
created by teachers for the purposes of improving teaching and supporting students.
The survey data and difference in standardized test scores show that two PLC
dimensions in particular were evident in the ECHS:
•

shared values and vision

•

collective learning and applications

Conclusions Related to Research Question 2
Which teacher characteristics are related to having stronger PLC engagement and
which PLC domains are related?
Research Question 2 examined which teacher characteristics are related to having
stronger PLC engagement and which PLC domains are related. A Pearson correlation
was used to summarize the data. In all six dimensions, there was a clear correlation
between an ECHS and having strong PLC engagement. To reinforce this conclusion, a
Box and Whiskers Plot (see Figure 14) showed teachers and support staff rated each

103
dimension significantly lower. As discussed in Chapter 2, Angelle and Teague (2011)
described the learning within PLCs as a habitual activity where the group learns how to
learn together continually. Collective learning promotes seeking answers to questions
about what students need to learn, how teachers will know it has been learned, and how
teachers will act when students struggle (DuFour, 2004). The PLC is a democratic
environment which “allows dissent and debate among its members, and this can result in
increased understanding and learning of the members” (Hord, 1997, p. 46). A clear divide
among staff from both schools was seen in the dimension of supportive conditions–
relationships. Respondents rated their school from strongly disagree to strongly agree.
The ECHS respondents varied, but were closer in the type of responses to mainly agree
and strongly agree. These responses from both schools were further confirmed using
teacher interviews and observations.
Conclusions Related to Research Question 3
To what extent, if any, do teachers at this ECHS report engaging in PLCs and do
their attitudes towards PLCs differ from the traditional high school?
Research Question 3 relied heavily on qualitative data in the form of teacher
interviews and observations. It was concluded that teachers in an ECHS felt like their
ideas were valued, supported, and encouraged, as opposed to those in a traditional high
school. The overall goal of this research study was also to determine whether the ECHS
PLC structure has an effect on student achievement. As stated in Chapter 4, respondents
in each high school had a varied definition of a PLC. “My feeling of a PLC is an area
where teachers collaborate on their shared ideas, same content areas, ideally share
projects, pacing is appropriate so that we can be successful” (ECHS Teacher, personal
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communication, November, 2019). On the contrary, the teacher at the traditional high
school gave a similar definition, but also expressed the lack of PLCs in her school:
I define [PLC] as a group of individuals that meet and are dedicated to providing
a course of action for their students to address whatever component is lacking for
the student. This is either academic, social, assessments, or remediation. Our math
department is structured in department meetings. That’s not horizontal. We don’t
meet with other algebra teachers. (Traditional Teacher, personal communication,
November, 2019)
As stated in Chapter 2, the research of Angelle and Teague (2011), DuFour and Eaker
(1998), and Bezzina (2008) all concluded the presence of a school vision, common
language, and understanding among staff members. Hipp and Huffman (2003) reported
that, in PLCs that were considered more mature, educators understood the deep need to
develop a vision and had the capacity to connect it with important overarching concerns,
such as goals for student achievement, school improvement, and lifelong learning.
While a direct correlation between individual teachers and student scores was not
determined, it can be assumed that test scores for students in the ECHS model are
significantly different (see Figure 13). Although both school models show a high number
of passing scores, the students in the ECHS model scored significantly higher (75% and
higher) than those of the traditional high school. Scoring higher on a standardized exam
is a deciding factor for public schools in New York State to determine whether their
students are ready for college and careers. As discussed in Chapter 2, Aughinbaugh
(2012), Crawley (2018), and Rose and Betts (2004) all reported that successful
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completion of Algebra I allows for students to enroll in more rigorous math classes, such
as Algebra II and Calculus, and in turn are more prepared for post-secondary education.
Conclusions Related to Research Question 4
What are the PLC processes and results evident, if any, in a traditional high
school and ECHS?
Research Question 4 focused on which PLC processes are evident in either school
model. Observations and interviews in both schools were used as data for this question.
As stated in Chapter 2, Eaker et al. (2002) indicated that changes abound in PLCs when
compared to traditional approaches to school. Angelle and Teague (2011) suggested:
A most fundamental best practice in a PLC is to promote the qualities and
dispositions of insatiable, lifelong learning in every member of the school
community—young people and adults alike—so that when the school experience
concludes, learning will not. (p. 14)
A vision leads to the collective courage to take risks, to new thinking, and serves as a
rudder for direction (Angelle & Teague, 2011). Shared beliefs and vision impact the ways
in which the teachers work individually and together toward common goals. From their
review of literature on teacher professional learning, Opfer and Pedder (2011) noted
evidence of exchange between collective beliefs and school practices; that is, school
practices can and do enable collective beliefs, and collective beliefs can also enable
school-level practices and structures. In this way, the collective capacity of the school
affects collective goals and enabling structures for organizational growth that affect, and
are affected by, collective norms and practices Angelle & Teague, 2011).
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Researchers concluded that shared language and understandings arise from a
common set of values and vision (Angelle & Teague, 2011). The presence of this
common language and understanding was noted in schools that demonstrated greater
acceptance of PLCs (Louis et al., 1994). Angelle and Teague (2011) revealed that initial
conversations in learning communities focused on sharing resources, but discussion of
the critical issues of student learning were not found as often in the beginning stages of
the development of a PLC. In one middle school study, Graham (2007) discovered that,
as a sense of community developed, growth was seen in the substantive conversations
and learning that took place in meetings. Collaboration among teachers and
administrators, which focuses on identified student learning needs, has been found to be a
key to bringing about effective change (Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hord, 1997, 1998, 2008;
Louis et al., 1996). The common goals, language, and determination to respond to the
child’s need as a whole was evident in the ECHS model. The teachers in the traditional
high school repeatedly exhibited frustration and confusion about what was expected of
them with little to no opportunity to support one another.
Relationship to Prior Research
The national high school dropout rate over the past decade, coupled with the
importance of education for employability, has created a potentially catalytic foundation
for a national economic crisis (Christle et al., 2007). Workers who possess merely a high
school education have become increasingly irrelevant in the global economy (Pollack,
2009). Poverty appeared to be the strongest correlation of low promoting power,
indicating fewer resources and lower per-pupil expenditures than high-promoting schools
(Pollack, 2009). The study pointed out that, in many locations, the concentration of weak-
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promoting schools is such that there is little choice but to attend a school where
graduation is not the norm (2009). Thus, for many students, the school they attend may
be the strongest determining factor in their completing versus dropping out of school
(2009). Additional concerns surface when looking at particular subgroups and their
performance within the United States, whereby many student subgroups are performing
at lower levels when compared to their peers (Burde, 2016). Fueled by this need to
identify and promote best practices, “a simple yet complex educational strategy has been
affirmed by some previous research: teacher collaboration” (Burde, 2016, p. 16).
Researchers are calling for higher levels of teacher collaboration in the educational
setting as a strategy to address lackluster performance trends in recent years, and one
form of this is PLCs (2016). This is defined as a group who is “committed to working
collaboratively in the ongoing process of collective inquiry and action research to achieve
better results for the students they serve” (Burde, 2016, p. 16). By this definition, PLCs
are a results-orientated group of educators. Teachers gathering at a staff meeting or a
common meeting time are often referred to as a PLC. This is an inaccurate
characterization. PLC is also an overused term (2016). DuFour highlighted this common
misconception in saying “the term has been used so ubiquitously that it is in danger of
losing all meaning (Burde, 2016, p. 16). For the purpose of this study, PLCs were
operationally defined as a group of educators who systematically collaborate with the
primary focus of improving student achievement (2016).
The present study investigated the effects of PLCs on academic achievement of
students in an ECHS versus a traditional high school. As discussed in Chapter 2, ECHSs
that have been established in urban school districts may offer a partial solution to increase
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the success of African American and Latino students in high school and in preparation for
higher education. According to the literature, the ECHS model has unique factors that
allow teachers to target instruction to meet the needs of these underrepresented groups.
Two of the main goals of an ECHS are to (a) decrease the dropout rate, thereby
increasing high school retention and graduation rates and (b) increase the number of
underrepresented students to acquire college credits and apply to 2- and 4-year colleges
(Munoz, 2011). Dual enrollment courses were designed to allow students to earn college
credit while enrolled in high school. These programs were also designed to expose
students to the collegiate experience by providing educational opportunities on college
campuses whenever possible. This method of accelerated study has been of primary focus
in earning college credit on the high school level, due in part to the affordability created
by shared resources between the high school and college (Kendall et al., 2007).
Increasingly, however, educators have sought to provide more streamlined and
challenging outlets for high school students to complete graduation requirements and
enter college. ECHSs, accordingly, were developed to allow students the opportunity to
earn college and high school credit in an engaging collegiate environment (Munoz,
2011). This is a stark difference from the traditional high school model, where students
are largely on their own. Teaching as an autonomous profession may not be such a
horrible idea, with teachers being able to make their own decisions without
micromanaging, plan as they see fit, and so on. Teachers can be seen as trusted
subcontractors who know what to do to accomplish their mission (Hipp & Huffman,
2003). A traditional high school is organized such that teachers teach five to six classes a
day, have their lunch, and go home. Some coach or supervise an extracurricular activity.
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Many do not collaborate with one another. When could they? Schedules are designed to
have packed classrooms, limited staff to teach, and little downtime, much less teacher
meetings during the day. Professional conversations may happen during a lunch period,
or briefly in the morning or afternoon at dismissal. These conversations are not in-depth
because time constraints do not allow for it.
Limitations
The purpose of this study was to examine, qualitatively and quantitatively, the
perception of teachers in an ECHS and in a traditional high school as these perceptions
relate to PLCs. Second, the study also aimed, through its questions and methodology, to
examine whether there was any relationship between PLC collaborative practices and the
results of the Algebra I Regents in each of the two high schools. Additionally, the study
sought to understand the specific factors that can contribute to the success of traditionally
underrepresented students in the ECHS. This research was conducted with the intent of
identifying which components of the ECHS can be considered by urban public school
districts that serve a rapidly growing population of African American and Latino
students. Therefore, as the study progressed, examining the results of the NYS Regents in
Algebra I, as well as capturing the teachers’ voices through interviews and observing the
two schools in operation, was essential. This study will add to literature on PLCs within
an ECHS and possibly inform educators who are implementing this model into their own
schools. Although traditionally school districts relied on quantitative data to determine
the implementation of procedures or policies, the results of this research study support
Vygotsky’s (1978) theory, which was analyzed using a qualitative lens.
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With all research, there are limitations. First, if this study was conducted again, it
is strongly suggested to use multiple school districts with multiple ECHSs and traditional
high schools for comparison. Although the ECHS is designed using a specific structure,
school districts have the authority to implement different policies in their high schools,
which in turn can modify the structures of an ECHS or traditional high school and may
yield different results.
I also play the role of an administrator in this school district. It is not assumed that
my position influenced the answers on the survey or interviews, but participation may
have been seen by some as mandatory rather than voluntary.
Recommendations for Future Research
The data revealed in this study can be used as a source for future research. Future
research can add to these findings by exploring how school districts may implement the
ECHS model, or aspects of the model’s PLC, as a way to support faculty professionally
and students both academically and socio-emotionally.
A key component of a PLC is that people learn by observing and modeling. In a
PLC, people have the opportunity to engage in cooperative learning. Vygotsky’s (1978)
ZPD emphasizes peer collaboration and proposes that people are motivated to learn when
encouraged and supported (Blake & Pope, 2008). In ZPD, people work together on
various tasks that one person could not otherwise perform alone. Additionally,
Vygotsky’s (1978) theories of development propose that learning is a social process,
aided by people who are more capable. His concept of ZPD can be used to describe the
interactions between people (Blake & Pope, 2008). Vygotsky (1978) argued that social
interactions transform learning experiences. Teachers acquire knowledge over time while
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collaborating with others. They collaborate to help others improve their own learning
and, in doing so, develop themselves professionally. Therefore, linking student data (test
scores, attendance, suspensions, etc.) with individual teachers may also give the
researcher a better understanding of how PLCs may or may not affect individual teaching
styles.
Implications for Future Practice
Shared vision and values and shared and supportive leadership imply more than
just a mission statement for a school (Angelle & Teague, 2011). Angelle and Teague
(2011) suggested:
A most fundamental best practice in a PLC is to promote the qualities and
dispositions of insatiable, lifelong learning in every member of the school
community—young people and adults alike—so that when the school experience
concludes, learning will not. (p. 14)
A vision leads to the collective courage to take risks, to new thinking, and serves as a
rudder for direction (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Shared beliefs and vision impact the ways in
which the teachers work individually and together toward common goals. From their
review of literature on teacher professional learning, Opfer and Pedder (2011) noted
evidence of exchange between collective beliefs and school practices; that is, school
practices can and do enable collective beliefs, whereas collective beliefs can also enable
more school-level practices and structures. In this way, the collective capacity of the
school affects collective goals and enabling structures for organizational growth that
affect, and are affected by, collective norms and practices (Opfer & Pedder, 2011).
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Researchers concluded that shared language and understandings arise from a
common set of values and vision (Angelle & Teague, 2011). The presence of this
common language and understanding is noted in schools that demonstrated greater
acceptance of PLCs (Louis et al., 1994). Hord (2008) asserted that a shared vision guided
the work of a learning organization as they considered changes and improvements that
were essential for greater student learning. The process of developing shared vision and
beliefs does not happen automatically, but requires the intentional effort of the learning
community members. Hipp and Huffman (2003) reported that, in PLCs that were
considered more mature, educators understood the deep need to develop a vision and had
the capacity to connect it with important overarching concerns, such as goals for student
achievement, school improvement, and lifelong learning.
In contrast, less mature PLCs often struggled to get everyone involved in the
process, or were impeded by the principal’s failure to recognize the importance of a
vision to guide the school (Hipp & Huffman, 2003). Therefore, it is necessary that the
vision of a school and the shared and supportive leadership is communicated and
practiced by everyone, beginning with the school principal. Teachers who work in a
building but are unaware of faculty planning periods, or are given vague goals that do
have a purpose or a plan, are detrimental to the success of a student. Teachers in the
traditional high school model collectively responded low on any question (survey,
interview, or observation) that dealt with values, mission, or goals.
Conclusion
The focus of a high school is to prepare young people for post-secondary
education and the workforce. It is the responsibility of public education to prepare
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students for the next stage of their lives. In light of national and state policies and
educational reforms, the empowerment of a collaboration of teachers is needed. There
needs to be clear goals, as well as opportunities for teachers to develop plans to achieve
these goals. The focus should be how to provide an equitable and accessible education, so
that all students can learn. Teachers are more likely to take risks, develop a plan of action
outside their comfort zone, and provide creative and engaging lessons when they know
they are supported and not judged. Using the PLCA–R developed by Olivier and Hipp
(2010), the following statements from each dimension are crucial:
•

The principal incorporates advice from staff members to make decisions.

•

The principal is proactive and addresses areas where support is needed.

•

Opportunities are provided for staff members to initiate change.

•

A collaborative process exists for developing a shared sense of values among
staff.

•

Shared values support norms of behavior that guide decisions about teaching
and learning.

•

School goals focus on student learning beyond test scores and grades.

•

Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse ideas that
lead to continued inquiry.

•

Professional development focuses on teaching and learning.

•

Opportunities exist for coaching and mentoring.

•

Individuals and teams have the opportunity to apply learning and share the
results of their practices.

•

The school schedule promotes collective learning and shared practice.
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APPENDIX A
Template for Qualitative Date Collection
(Creswell, 2018)
Length of Activity:
Date/Location:
Participants:
Descriptive Notes

Reflective Notes
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APPENDIX B
Interview Questions
Creswell’s Interview Protocol
Time of interview:
Date:
Place:
Researcher: I would like to thank you for attending this interview session today.
My name is Matel Hanna Hassan and I will serve as the interviewer for today. I realize
your time is valuable, and I appreciate you taking time to assist me with my dissertation
research.
This interview is an informal method of sharing your thoughts and ideas in regards to the
Professional Learning Communities that may have been established in your school.
I am conducting a research study on professional learning communities in an early
college high school (ECHS) and a traditional high school and how this may have an
impact on student achievement. Thank you for reviewing and signing the informed
consent form which provided more information detailing the study, confidentiality, and
the exact parameters of your requested participation. Please remember, during the course
of this study and its’ subsequent findings, your identity will remain confidential. If at any
time you want to leave the study, you are free to do so. Once again, thank you for signing
the informed consent form stating that you are aware of your rights as a participant of this
study. If you have any questions, feel free to ask them now or contact my chair or me
using the contact information provided on the informed consent form.
I am going to ask some informal questions in order to understand your perceptions about
professional learning communities. The concepts of professional learning communities
that we will discuss are based on six dimensions (Collective Learning and Application,
Shared Personal Practice, Supportive Conditions – Relationships, Supportive Conditions
– Structures, Shared Values and Vision and Shared and Supported Leadership) that were
outlined in the survey you completed prior to this interview.
To maintain consistency between the interviews, this script will be used.
There are no wrong answers so please share your thoughts and ideas.
No names will be used in my research.
Guiding Questions:
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1. How do you define a professional learning community (PLC)?
2. How does your school define a PLC and/or norms of behavior in a PLC?
a. When and how did PLCs get started at your school?
b. What types of practices or norms, if any, does your PLC do to ensure equal
collaboration from members?
c. Which content areas and how many people are a part of the PLC? What roles
does each person serve?
d. To what extent are administrators and teachers introduced to collaboration as a
part of PLCs?
3. Talk about the opportunities that you have experienced, if any, as a result of being
a part of a professional learning community. Have these experiences helped you
to grow professionally?
4. What kind of experience and knowledge, if any, does a professional learning
community bring to your work?
5. Has being a part of a professional learning community made a difference for you
as a professional? Why or why not?
6. Do you think that you would have experienced the same opportunities without the
organization of the professional learning community? Why or why not?
7. Do you believe a PLC allows teachers to develop consistency in the instruction
they provide to all students? If so, given me some examples.
8. Do you believe participation in the school PLC affects overall student
achievement? Why or why not? If so, how?
9. Have you grown as a professional since your involvement in the professional
learning community? Why or why not? If yes, can you provide some examples
that would support that would demonstrate that you have grown?
10. What are the perceived advantages and disadvantages to utilizing the learning
community framework for continued and meaningful professional development?
Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
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APPENDIX C
Interview Consent Form

Professional Learning Communities within an Early College High School: The Impact of
Collaboration on Student achievement
Researcher: Matel Hanna Hassan
Saint John’s University
Department of Administration and Instructional Leadership (DAIL)
This study involves the audio taping of your interview with the researcher. Neither your
name nor any other identifying information will be associated with the audiotape or the
transcript. Only the research team will be able to listen to the tapes. The tapes will be
transcribed by the researcher and erased once the transcriptions are checked for accuracy.
Transcripts of your interview may be reproduced in whole or in part for use in
presentations or written products that result from this study. Neither your name nor any
other identifying information (such as your voice) will be used in presentations or in
written products resulting from the study.
Immediately following the interview, you will be given the opportunity to have the tape
erased if you wish to withdraw your consent to taping or participation in this study. By
signing this form, you are consenting to:
o having your interview taped
o to having the tape transcribed
o use of the written transcript in presentations and written
products
By checking the box in front of each item, you are consenting to participate in that
procedure. This consent for taping is effective until September 1, 2020 which is the
completion of the study. On or before that date, the tapes will be destroyed.
Participant’s Signature __________________________

Date___________
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APPENDIX D
Request for Permission to Use PLCA–R
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APPENDIX E
Grant of Permission to Use PLCA–R
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APPENDIX F
Professional Learning Communities Assessment–Revised
(Olivier & Hipp, 2010)
Directions:
This questionnaire assesses perceptions about your principal, staff, and stakeholders
based on the dimensions of a professional learning community (PLC) and related
attributes. This questionnaire contains a number of statements about practices which
occur in schools. Read each statement and then use the scale below to select the scale
point that best reflects your personal degree of agreement with the statement. Shade the
appropriate oval provided to the right of each statement. Be certain to select only one
response for each statement. Comments after each dimension section are optional.
Key Terms:
• Principal = Principal, not Associate or Assistant Principal
• Staff/Staff Members = All adult staff directly associated with curriculum,
instruction, and assessment of students
• Stakeholders = Parents and community members
Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree (SD)
2 = Disagree (D)
3 = Agree (A)
4 = Strongly Agree (SA)

STATEMENTS

SCALE

Shared and Supportive Leadership

SD

D

A

SA

1.

Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and
making decisions about most school issues.

0

0

0

0

2.

The principal incorporates advice from staff members to
make decisions.

0

0

0

0

3.

Staff members have accessibility to key information.

0

0

0

0

4.

The principal is proactive and addresses areas where
support is needed.

0

0

0

0

5.

Opportunities are provided for staff members to initiate
change.

0

0

0

0
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6.

The principal shares responsibility and rewards for
innovative actions.

0

0

0

0

7.

The principal participates democratically with staff sharing
power and authority.

0

0

0

0

8.

Leadership is promoted and nurtured among staff
members.

0

0

0

0

9.

Decision-making takes place through committees and
communication across grade and subject areas.

0

0

0

0

10.

Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and
accountability for student learning without evidence of
imposed power and authority.

0

0

0

0

11.

Staff members use multiple sources of data to make
decisions about teaching and learning.

0

0

0

0

COMMENTS:

STATEMENTS

SCALE

Shared Values and Vision

SD

D

A

SA

12.

A collaborative process exists for developing a shared
sense of values among staff.

0

0

0

0

13.

Shared values support norms of behavior that guide
decisions about teaching and learning.

0

0

0

0

14.

Staff members share visions for school improvement that
have an undeviating focus on student learning.

0

0

0

0

15.

Decisions are made in alignment with the school’s values
and vision.

0

0

0

0

16.

A collaborative process exists for developing a shared
vision among staff.

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

17.
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School goals focus on student learning beyond test scores
and grades.
18.

Policies and programs are aligned to the school’s vision.

0

0

0

0

19.

Stakeholders are actively involved in creating high
expectations that serve to increase student achievement.

0

0

0

0

20.

Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a shared vision.

0

0

0

0

Collective Learning and Application

SD

D

A

SA

21.

Staff members work together to seek knowledge, skills and
strategies and apply this new learning to their work.

0

0

0

0

22.

Collegial relationships exist among staff members that
reflect commitment to school improvement efforts.

0

0

0

0

23.

Staff members plan and work together to search for
solutions to address diverse student needs.

0

0

0

0

24.

A variety of opportunities and structures exist for collective
learning through open dialogue.

0

0

0

0

25.

Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for
diverse ideas that lead to continued inquiry.

0

0

0

0

26.

Professional development focuses on teaching and
learning.

0

0

0

0

27.

School staff members and stakeholders learn together and
apply new knowledge to solve problems.

0

0

0

0

28.

School staff members are committed to programs that
enhance learning.

0

0

0

0

29.

Staff members collaboratively analyze multiple sources of
data to assess the effectiveness of instructional practices.

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

COMMENTS:

30.
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Staff members collaboratively analyze student work to
improve teaching and learning.
COMMENTS:
STATEMENTS

SCALE

Shared Personal Practice

SD

D

A

SA

31.

Opportunities exist for staff members to observe peers and
offer encouragement.

0

0

0

0

32.

Staff members provide feedback to peers related to
instructional practices.

0

0

0

0

33.

Staff members informally share ideas and suggestions for
improving student learning.

0

0

0

0

34.

Staff members collaboratively review student work to share
and improve instructional practices.

0

0

0

0

35.

Opportunities exist for coaching and mentoring.

0

0

0

0

36.

Individuals and teams have the opportunity to apply
learning and share the results of their practices.

0

0

0

0

37.

Staff members regularly share student work to guide
overall school improvement.

0

0

0

0

Supportive Conditions - Relationships

SD

D

A

SA

38.

Caring relationships exist among staff and students that are
built on trust and respect.

0

0

0

0

39.

A culture of trust and respect exists for taking risks.

0

0

0

0

40.

Outstanding achievement is recognized and celebrated
regularly in our school.

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

COMMENTS:

41.
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School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and
unified effort to embed change into the culture of the
school.
42.

Relationships among staff members support honest and
respectful examination of data to enhance teaching and
learning.

0

0

0

0

Supportive Conditions - Structures

SD

D

A

SA

43.

Time is provided to facilitate collaborative work.

0

0

0

0

44.

The school schedule promotes collective learning and
shared practice.

0

0

0

0

45.

Fiscal resources are available for professional
development.

0

0

0

0

46.

Appropriate technology and instructional materials are
available to staff.

0

0

0

0

COMMENTS:

STATEMENTS

SCALE
SD

D

A

SA

47.

Resource people provide expertise and support for
continuous learning.

0

0

0

0

48.

The school facility is clean, attractive and inviting.

0

0

0

0

49.

The proximity of grade level and department personnel
allows for ease in collaborating with colleagues.

0

0

0

0

50.

Communication systems promote a flow of information
among staff members.

0

0

0

0

51.

Communication systems promote a flow of information
across the entire school community including: central
office personnel, parents, and community members.

0

0

0

0
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52.

Data are organized and made available to provide easy
access to staff members.

COMMENTS:

0

0

0

0
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APPENDIX G
NYS Common Core Mathematics Curriculum, CCLS Checklist for
A Story of Functions
CCLS
Number
&
Quantity

Algebra

Functions

Statistics &
Probability

RN.3
Q.1
Q.2
Q.3
SSE.1abF*
SSE.2*
SSE.3a-c
APR.1F*
APR.3
CED.1*
CED.2*
CED.3*
CED.4*
REI.1*
REI.3*
REI.4ab*
REI.5
REI.6
REI.10*
REI.11*
REI.12*
IF.1*
IF.2*
IF.3*
IF.4*
IF.5*
IF.6*
IF.7ab
IF.8a
IF.9
BF.1a
BF.3
LE.1a-c
LE.2
LE.3
LE.5
ID.1
ID.2
ID.3
ID.5
ID.6a-c
ID.7*
ID.8*
ID.9*

1

ALGEBRA I MODULES
2
3
4

5

X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X

X(c)
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X(ab)
X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X(a)
X
X(a)
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X(ab)
X(a)
X

X
X
X

X(a)
X
X(bc)
X
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APPENDIX H
Survey Consent Form

Dear Colleague,

You have been invited to take part in my research study to learn more about teacher participation in a professional
learning community in either a traditional high school or early college setting and how it may affect student
achievement. You may know me as an Assistant Principal within the Yonkers Public Schools, but I am also a doctoral
student at St. John’s University’s Department of Administrative and Instructional Leadership (DAIL) in Queens, New
York. I am conducting a research study examining the relationship between teacher engagement in a professional
learning community within an early college high school (ECHS) and the impact on student achievement. My mentor is
Dr. Rosalba Corrado Del Vecchio in this study. You are receiving this letter because you are a teacher in either an
early college high school (ECHS) or a traditional high school setting for the 2018-2019 school year. Included in this
letter is a link for teachers to access this survey via your Yonkers Public Schools email if you choose to complete the
survey electronically. A paper copy of this survey has also been provided to you for convenience. I hope you will
accept my invitation.
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to rate statements regarding professional learning
communities using a Likert scale ranging from a Level 1 (strongly disagree) to a Level 5 (strongly agree). No
demographic information, such as name or subject area, is necessary for this survey. The survey should take less
than 25 minutes to complete. Please note that this survey is non-evaluative for you.
Each participants’ responses will remain confidential. If, after beginning the survey, you no longer wish to complete the
survey, simply close your browser and your responses will not be submitted. Discard any paper surveys. There is no
need to return incomplete surveys. The survey will remain online through the duration of the school year, June
2019. Upon closing the survey, an excel spreadsheet of the data will be downloaded on to a password protected
computer. At that time, I will be engaged in writing my dissertation and the field work will have been completed.
Your colleagues and current administration will not know if you complete the survey. Participation in this survey will
have no impact on your annual APPR rating.
I appreciate your time, interest, and consideration in participating in this study. Although there is no compensation
offered to any participant, learning more about the possible correlation between professional learning communities,
teacher engagement and student achievement may provide valuable information to support our school district as well
as other urban districts in implementing best practice.
Upon completion of my dissertation, I will share the results of the study including the findings regarding student
achievement and teacher engagement.
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The study will also be shared with my dissertation committee as well as appropriate members of the St. John’s
University community. Upon completion, the results of this study, my dissertation will be available at the St. John’s
University Main Library, St. Augustine Hall, as well as online through ProQuest.
If you have any questions or concerns about participating in this study, please feel free to call me at XXXXXXXXX,
email me at matel.hassan16@my.stjohns.edu. My mentor, Dr. Rosalba Corrado Del Vecchio, is also available to
answer any clarifying questions and can be reached at delveccr@stjohns.edu. For questions about your rights as a
research participant, you may contact the University’s Institutional Review Board, St. John’s University, Dr. Raymond
DiGiuseppe, Chair digiuser@stjohns.edu 718-990-1955 or Marie Nitopi, IRB Coordinator, nitopim@stjohns.edu 718990-1440.
Please provide a signature if you are willing to participate in the dissertation outlined above. All consent forms should
be returned to Matel H. Hassan XXXXXXXXXXXXX Yonkers, New York, 10704 in the envelope provided.

___________________________
Signature

___________________________
Print Name
Thank you,

Matel Hanna Hassan

___________________________
Date
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